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‘With this superb biography John Coldstream has pulled off a remarkable feat’


Keith Baxter, Spectator



‘Coldstream has achieved a magnificent reconstruction of the life of a complex man … gripping reading’


Andrew Lycett, Literary Review



‘Remarkably lucid and thoroughly absorbing … This extremely interesting life of a determined stage actor, reluctant film star, gay icon and wicked charmer has been beautifully documented, with fairness, enthusiasm and quite exceptional diligence’


Michael Coveney, Guardian



‘Biographies only tend to be definitive until the next one comes along, but there’s no danger of Coldstream’s erudite, moving analysis ever being superseded’


Christopher Fowler, Independent on Sunday



‘Triumphantly succeeds in presenting not only Bogarde’s worldly range … but also his internal range … one hopes he would have welcomed this stupendous biography. Its masterful justification of his many sides makes it possible for us still to learn from him in death’


John de Falbe, Daily Telegraph



‘Fabulous and magisterial … I have seldom read a biography as intelligent, urbane and judicious as this … Definitive and magnificent’


Roger Lewis, Sunday Express



‘A big fat biography to treasure: a subtle take on a genuinely interesting, downright elusive, easily caricatured actor-writer-artist’


Michael Pye, Scotsman



‘Coldstream is the most generous of biographers … [his] biography will tell you all you want to know … about this very interesting actor and very tricky human being’


Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday



‘A monumental piece of work. John Coldstream’s research has been wide-ranging, he has talked to a great many people and examined countless documents … The result … contrives to remain fascinating throughout its more than 600 extremely well-written pages’


Charles Osborne, Sunday Telegraph



‘Coldstream’s outstanding biography is a model of the genre: judicious, perceptive and compassionate’


Good Book Guide


‘Very readable’


Gilbert Adair, Evening Standard



‘Unsparing’ Frederic Raphael,


Times Literary Supplement


‘Compendious and well-written biography … His research on [Bogarde’s] life is exhaustive’


George Perry, Sunday Times



‘Monumental … unquestionably a definitive work’


Film Review


‘Brilliantly researched’


David Walliams, Mojo magazine



‘Meticulous … the trajectory of an extraordinary English life’


Christie Hickman, New Statesman



‘[Coldstream’s] biography is eminently worthy of his subject, being serious, respectful, exhaustively researched and abundantly detailed’


Michael Arditti, Independent



‘All but flawless’


Hugh Leonard, Irish Times



‘Brilliant’


Emma Soames, Saga magazine



‘Massively detailed and highly readable’


Michael Billington, Country Life



‘Fat and fascinating … Honest but sympathetic. Admiring without being sycophantic’


Alan Titchmarsh, Radio Times





For Sue
-‘Force of Life’




Dirk Bogarde


The authorised biography


JOHN COLDSTREAM


‘I don’t like myself as I am, I suppose, so I’ve had to invent another person. It’s not so harmful, really. We’ve all got daydreams. Mine have gone a step further than most people’s – that’s all. Quite often I’ve even managed to believe in the Major myself.’


MAJOR POLLOCK, IN SEPARATE TABLES BY TERENCE RATTIGAN, 1954
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Prologue



‘I think you and I have the measure of each other’


At about noon on Saturday, 8 May 1999, Sheila MacLean, holding a glass of white wine, took the few paces from the kitchen to the drawing-room window of the fourth-floor apartment in Chelsea where she had been living for a little over two years. On the way she placed the glass, as usual, on a table next to a wheelchair which, for most of the day, rested just inside the open doorway and faced towards a slim, neglected balcony, then south across a tidy communal garden with its tall trees, to the upper reaches of the reddish-brown buildings 150 yards away, and to the Light. The all-important Light.


For the moment, however, the Light was not a priority. At this time of day the occupant of the chair liked to watch the television news, no matter how lowering its content. In a way, the more ghastly the better: the mess man is making of the world was always a stimulus for a decent argument at the lunch table. Sheila switched on the set – a large device, out of proportion with its surroundings – and tweaked the curtains across to shade the screen. As she did so, the man in the chair began to cough. ‘You’ve choked yourself on that sweetie,’ Sheila said, with a hint of the scold. She had in mind the chocolate bonbon which a visitor had brought at teatime the previous day. She turned round to see the man, still coughing slightly and with the triumphant look of a schoolboy who had scored a point against his teacher, holding between his outstretched right forefinger and thumb a small object. It was the sweet. Sheila laughed and returned to the kitchen, leaving her charge to his Frascati and his baleful news. The coughing ceased.


‘I swear to God I was in there no longer than 20, 30 seconds, max, and something came into my head,’ Sheila would recall, much later. ‘“Something’s gone wrong.”’ She went back into the drawing-room and found the figure slumped in his chair. ‘He was gone. That first cough must have been the beginning of an embolism in the chest – no pain, nothing, just a little cough. You couldn’t ask for a better death.’ Despite what she knew in her heart, and despite his instruction from the outset that he was not to be resuscitated, the instinct of the skilled nurse compelled Sheila to go to work. She put him on the floor and checked that nothing was lodged in the throat. Then, with the head back, ready for mouth-to-mouth, she began pulmonary resuscitation:


At the first couple of major pushes on the chest, there was a big influx, a noise of breath going into the lungs, and an attempt to inspire, to inflate them. All the time I’m doing this, I’m saying, ‘Not like this. It’s too much for everybody. For me – it’s too sudden for me, too.’ I kept going for about twenty minutes. For a while I felt like he was trying to come back. Then that stopped, and this communication came to me, almost as if he spoke directly into my ear. It said, ‘That’s enough, Sheila, stop now. I’m out. It’s OK, it’s not as bad as you think. It’s OK.’ I swear to God, I stopped like that – as if somebody had taken my hands off him.


She stepped towards the telephone in the hall. ‘I was sort of communicating then to him myself, “OK, if you’re out, make it go right. Don’t get stuck. Keep moving.”’ On the one hand, her own distress and the implications of what had happened were hitting her hard. On the other, ‘It was all calm, completely calm. Really, really easy.’ She had the presence of mind not to dial 999, with the attendant risk of publicity. Instead she called the owner of the nursing agency, Angela Hamlin, and said, ‘Come quickly, he’s gone.’ Then she rang the doctor, Peter Wheeler, who immediately abandoned the weekend chores which had taken him to his attic in south London. Finally, weighted with apprehension, she contacted the family. As her fellow professionals took over, Sheila packed her belongings in the smaller of the two modest bedrooms, summoned the lift, and left 2 Cadogan Gardens for ever.


Not for the first time she had been present as a life ended. However, the conclusion to this one was a severe shock, both because of its suddenness and because the relationship with the man in her care had assumed an intensity and significance more powerful than that of a love affair. Sheila MacLean, a straightforward, plain-speaking, no-nonsense, humorous woman from County Donegal, believes that in some unfathomable way she was sent to prepare Dirk Bogarde for what, in the circumstances, would be the best possible death.


When they met in the spring of 1997, Sheila had returned recently to nursing after six years working on the rehabilitation of prisoners with drug and alcohol problems. She was reluctant to take on a long-term residential commitment, but agreed that she would if necessary spend six weeks living-in before going ‘non-residential’. After about a week with a patient, she was told by Angela Hamlin: ‘There is somebody else, a celebrity who lives close to Sloane Square. We’ve been trying to find placements for him, but I suppose the delicate way of saying it is that he is difficult to suit up with people.’ Sheila, who guessed the identity immediately, was unenthusiastic; she had admired some of Dirk Bogarde’s best and most serious films, but was wary of ‘celebrities’. The portents were not favourable when she and her employer visited the flat.


She found, in effect, another prisoner: at that point, Bogarde used the word about himself. A man who for most of his seventy-six years had zealously fostered his independence was now trapped by physical incapacity and was wholly dependent. A public figure famed for an impenetrable privacy was reliant on others in his most intimate moments. A seemingly self-assured, controlling, even manipulative, and above all supremely competent human being had been reduced by a stroke to acute vulnerability. He was depressed and resentful. His left side was paralysed. He required physical support. ‘She’s quite small,’ said Angela Hamlin when she saw him appraising the new arrival, ‘but she’s very strong!’ The patient needed that reassurance.


Sheila knew right away that here was somebody with whom she could empathise. ‘He was quite irascible. But what struck me more than anything was that his character was really obvious, over and above the physical problems. Illnesses operate on all kinds of different levels. People can use illness, sometimes quite obviously, sometimes much more covertly, to control situations. And I have to say that right from the start I didn’t feel that about Dirk. Because of that, that level of empathy was really strong from the start.’ She established quickly that although Bogarde was depressed by his predicament, the essence of what he was had survived:


The big thing was a sort of old-fashioned, gentlemanly good manners – integrity, old English values, things that people don’t consider to be of any moment really. I saw those in Dirk in a way that I’d never seen in anybody else. I know all that is to some extent a contrivance, but it was so much part of what he really was that one couldn’t help but identify with it and feel that it was something really important. The other aspect was that he was unique and had contributed a lot and he still had something to say and do. And that is when it became clear to me that I should stay longer than six weeks. I thought: ‘To hell with this, I’m not going to be able to walk away.’


Once or twice, Bogarde asked what Sheila’s plans were, and received a non-committal reply. During lunch one day he again broached the subject. ‘He said, “You know, it is getting close to the six weeks. What is it that you want to do? Because it is really important to me.” And I said, “Well, I think I could stay on a wee bit longer.” I didn’t want to overdo it. And he said, “You have no idea how much of a relief that is to me. Because in all honesty I think you and I have the measure of each other.” And I understood exactly what he meant. Because I did think that was true – that we did have the measure of each other.’


The importance of this association so late in Bogarde’s life cannot be exaggerated. The following pages will demonstrate that until Sheila MacLean moved in to take care of his needs, he had only ever had one sustained involvement with another person living at close quarters. All the other, deepest friendships were at a remove; perhaps out of necessity, as in the war – and usually at a considerable geographical distance – but almost invariably out of preference. It was safer that way. Yet this unexpected meeting of minds in the late nineties was to prove profoundly salutary.


Mercifully, the stroke had not impaired his intelligence and wit. He was handicapped, but not in pain. There was no progressive, wasting illness, his greatest dread. He could carry on a sort of life. Conversation, company, even a little written work, were still possible. More important, however, was the gift of time, to enable a ‘Coming to Terms’ – the title of a chapter in his final volume of memoirs. ‘Those last two years,’ says Sheila, ‘were valuable for whatever a human being has to do – to contemplate who and what he was. He didn’t have to pretend anything. He didn’t have to affect a certain way of being.’ So he stripped away all artifice, all performance. He divested himself of those who sapped rather than revitalised him. Just as in the sixties he had come to relish the challenge of young co-stars with nothing to lose, so he continued to revel in a verbal joust on equal terms. He told Sheila that he needed her ‘energy’. He was referring not solely to the physical drive which resulted in him standing, even walking a few steps, when his faithful physiotherapist of many years had tried without success; no, he also required Sheila’s capacity to take it and to dish it out. His sense of mischief was unabated. At the table in the hall where they had their meals the politically correct received short shrift and his provocative sallies about race, the clergy, even friends of long standing, were answered with equal force. There was electricity in the conversation and he enjoyed being wound up as much as being the winder-up.


So, against the odds, spirits were high when Lauren Bacall came to call on the Friday afternoon of that fateful weekend; it was she who gave him the sweet. Bogarde was in a more positive mood than at any time since the stroke. He had begun to read another book for review. He had even talked of sitting for a photographer friend. The American actress stayed for more than an hour and, as she left in a taxi, commented to Sheila on what ‘great shape’ he had been in. Less than forty-eight hours later she was telling The Daily Telegraph’s arts correspondent how she had found Bogarde ‘in terrific form and feeling very sharp’. By now she was talking about her late friend.


Sheila had no premonition, but in retrospect realised that she had seen in others a ‘big surge’ of optimism just before they died. This patient, with whom she had made a conscious decision to become involved, to help beyond the normal constraints of her occupation, had become reconciled with himself. His business was done. Thanks in large measure to the woman with whom he found himself sharing his life for the last two years, he could leave painlessly and peacefully by the door at the far end of his own private corridor.





Introduction




Chaff – sb. 6. b. Strips of metal foil or similar material released in the atmosphere to interfere with radar detection (Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edition, 1989)



It was the American military which first coined the term at the end of the Second World War. The radarscope operator’s screen would glitter with the promise of targets in the air, but the purpose was only to distract and confuse. By the time the word came into general currency during the Falklands conflict of 1982, Dirk Bogarde had been releasing his own variety of chaff onto the printed page for several years. He would tell interviewers, with an unmistakable finality: ‘It’s all there in the books, if you know where to look. The lines are wide enough to read between.’ He once said something of the kind to me, and I knew that if ever there were a case for quoting Evelyn Waugh’s foreign editor in Scoop – ‘Up to a point, Lord Copper’ – this was it. There are fifteen volumes aglow with brilliant description, wisdom, self-analysis, poignancy and humour. Seven are what you might call memoirs, and they inspire confidence with their directness, their simplicity, their unpretentiousness. A collection of letters and another of journalism complete the non-fiction and make the same crisp, honest sound. However, there are those who say that to approach the beating heart, one needs to go to the six novels. At the beginning of this strange quest, I agreed. Now I am not so sure. For Dirk was a writer whose entire oeuvre became a fiction, thanks in large part to his hyperactive imagination and his fantasies – fantasies so vivid and powerful that they were, for him, a reality. When Sheila Attenborough said succinctly that ‘Dirk imagined his life’,1 she was not talking merely of his writing. She and her husband Richard knew him for fifty years and realised at an early stage that he was a fantasist, a romanticist; that he spun elaborate, mischievous, sometimes cruel, tales to a point where he convinced himself they were true. The Attenboroughs and others chuckle at the memory of being led to believe that Dirk was on three different continents simultaneously, at the centre of great happenings in each. This is why a number of those who worked with him, even some who were related to him, could not persevere with his autobiographies. It became, for them, exasperating to find distorted not only events in which they had been involved, but also people whom they knew in common. For Joseph Losey’s widow Patricia, for example, it was all too much. On the flyleaf of a heavily annotated copy of her husband’s biography by David Caute,2 in which Dirk is much quoted, she wrote: ‘re Dirk Bogarde: anything goes as he strings together his anecdotes – he’ll literally say anything. At the beginning of his writing career, he advised me NOT to read his biog. stuff as it would “just annoy me”. Yes, his perfect disregard for what went on does.’ A conversation among friends round a table at La Colombe d’Or is one thing; a gossipy throwaway on a chat-show, fair enough. But for the record? One might just as well take the characters he created on the screen as life studies.


The fifteen books and more than sixty films as a ‘name above the title’ secured for Dirk Bogarde a unique place in the world of the arts. His account of how it happened is proof of the axiom that all autobiography is merely a version of a life. In the hands of the born writer that Dirk was, it became a highly coloured tapestry in which often mundane events were embroidered, sometimes dramatically enough to achieve the impact made at Bayeux by the severed limbs and the arrow in Harold’s eye. But heaven help the reader who tries to establish such an uncomplicated narrative from the Bogarde memoirs. I did, at the outset, by rereading them all in straight succession. Immensely entertaining they were still, but several times I had to lie down in a darkened room. At one point I resolved to dismember the seven books, plus the volume of letters to ‘Mrs X’, and reassemble them in a coherent chronology. I could not live with such a heresy, however, so the bindings remained intact. In any case, I knew the exercise would be fruitless.


In Noël Coward’s play A Song at Twilight, Hugo Latymer is accused of producing an autobiography that was ‘the most superlative example of sustained camouflage’; Dirk’s ran it a close second. There is a delightful logic in the fact that his wartime job as an interpreter of aerial reconnaissance photographs was to penetrate the camouflage of the German armed forces. He was then in his early twenties and in the first stages of fashioning the web of protective material and colouring to cover a tough outer skin which he had begun to develop in his teens; and which, by the time he began to write for a wide public, had hardened into a formidable carapace. ‘I’m still in the shell, and you haven’t cracked it yet, honey,’ he said scornfully to Russell Harty after inviting the latter to throw him some trickier questions during their famous filmed interview in 1986.3 Nor in the next thirteen years was anyone else to succeed where Harty failed. In a sense there was little point in trying. As many in the same milieu have managed with varying degrees of success, Dirk constructed a persona for public consumption. His was impregnable. In private, he sometimes gave the illusion of relaxing his guard, but, as the director Alan Strachan said of Alec Guinness, ‘there was a finally untouchable core to him’.4 The similarities between Dirk and Guinness – the name of the former’s favourite drink, by the way – are notable. ‘I do like to withdraw and back-pedal and watch,’ said Guinness, ‘and I enjoy being elusive.’ He, too, began to act from a very young age, as a release from loneliness and insecurity; he called it ‘latching on to make-believe and pretending’.5 Dirk, too, was a great observer, a great pretender, a great latcher-on to make-believe, and as elusive as it is possible to be. No wonder he harboured such a respect for the watchful, darting, disappearing frog. And yet, compared with Guinness, who seldom talked publicly about himself, Dirk was positively gregarious, submitting to countless interviews and playing each of them as a psychological game: the more intelligent and sophisticated the questioner, the greater the challenge and the keener his stimulus.


Three books appeared about this fugitive figure in his lifetime: two were substantially about his films; the third, by Sheridan Morley, was, as the author freely states, an extended and liberally illustrated essay. The first,6 by Margaret Hinxman and Susan d’Arcy, had its subject’s help; the second,7 by Robert Tanitch, was tolerated from a distance until the moment of publication, when it had to be withdrawn, for the amendment of a single sentence to which Dirk took exception. Sheridan Morley had no co-operation – rather, a legal warning – but, after sending Dirk an early copy of Dirk Bogarde: Rank Outsider,8 received a note saying: ‘Could have been worse, I suppose.’ Dirk knew full well that, following his death, attempts would be made to prise open the shell. At one point he seemed to welcome the idea, for after delivering his second and longest volume of autobiography, Snakes and Ladders, he wrote to his publisher, Norah Smallwood: ‘I adore writing, and write I shall … but perhaps this is not the way … too many people to hurt, distress and make angry … for no good reason at all beyond the obvious one of self-pleasure. I might just as well give a series of interviews to the “Express” as continue. All this would be much better left to someone else, after I have gone. It is too soon.’9 Nine years later, however, he told Russell Harty: ‘I don’t see any point in somebody, a long time later, riffling through the memorabilia and the debris of my life.’10 He added: ‘Those who know me will understand what I have written. What there is of me is what I have chosen to show you.’11 And so to the chaff and the camouflage he added a scorched-earth policy, whereby a mass of his papers was consigned either, in Byronic fashion, to the flames, or to the shredder. He had at one time kept journals, but only one of these, covering a tiny period early in the war, survives.


Most of the letters he received were destroyed, but a few he kept or sent to Boston University, where a modest collection – mainly of his typescripts – is housed in the mighty Mugar Memorial Library. On some of the letters which he preserved at home he scribbled the surname of the correspondent where only the given name appears; for whose benefit, it is hard to fathom. Fortunately, in many cases his side of the traffic still exists: the recipients of Dirk’s letters knew that they were far too precious to throw away, not because of any financial value but because they were so damned good. The essence of his appeal as a writer was that he made his reader believe that they were having a private conversation; in his letters the conversation became that much more confidential, even confessional. Many of them ran to two densely typed sides or more of A4 paper and were essays in all but name. Inevitably, they were at their most prolific between the late sixties and the mid-eighties, when he was living abroad, and meetings with his correspondents were rare. In the case of ‘Mrs X’, as readers of A Particular Friendship know, a meeting never happened at all, because it would have broken ‘the spell’. It is worth noting that the majority of the extensive exchanges were with women, usually older than Dirk, invariably with forceful personalities and often with a social or intellectual cachet. Remoteness allows a special kind of intimacy – one that is safe and controllable, and therefore entirely suited to Dirk, who described the relationship with ‘Mrs X’ as ‘a love affair without carnality’. Hers appears to have been the only one at that time, but others were to follow, sometimes concurrently; sometimes even provoking a twinge of jealousy.


My belief is that these correspondences were Dirk’s journal. They coincided with his second career, when he graduated from writer to published author, and, in simple terms, the output of words for both individual and general absorption was so immense that any further regular setting-down of private thoughts seems improbable, if not superhuman. There was, after all, some land to work, and, let us not forget, the occasional film to make. There was also the Diary. It exists only from 1955, seven years after Anthony Forwood moved in with Dirk, and it was in the main kept by the former. Yet if Tony lopped off the tip of a finger in a gardening accident, or was confined in hospital, Dirk would take over. There are some prolonged periods when no entries are made by either – for example, in the watershed year of 1961 and towards the end of Tony’s life; the volume for 1956 is missing. The Diary is at its fullest from the mid-sixties to the early eighties, and it has proved of incalculable worth in the preparation of this book. Apart from providing a record of the ‘who, what, when and where’, it gives indications of the ‘how’ and the ‘why’. Every now and then, too, like a lighthouse beam momentarily picking out a white sail, it reveals the strength of the bond which united these two men in a relationship that was admired by their friends and by the most casual of acquaintances as more secure than many a marriage. Indeed that word has been used by several of those friends to convey the constancy and the particular air exuded by complementary and equal partners. In later years, at home, and only in front of the most deeply trusted, Dirk would sometimes address Tony as ‘wifey’. It meant little: he had nicknames for everyone. It simply testified to the affection between them.


In a spiral-bound notebook containing a few of Dirk’s random jottings is an extract – characteristically not wholly accurate – from the journals of Edith Olivier, the novelist, eccentric and cousin of Laurence. She befriended and inspired Cecil Beaton, Siegfried Sassoon, Lord David Cecil, Stephen Tennant and, above all, Rex Whistler, with whom Dirk had more than a little in common. When Whistler was killed in action in July 1944 Edith wrote that, since the death of her beloved sister Mildred, ‘he has been the whole happiness of my life. Such companionship, sharing of interests, sense of humour in common. Everything which I like to do he likes. Everything that I would like to do he can do. He creates enjoyment of life wherever he is.’12 In a world of few certainties there is no doubt whatever why Dirk should have made that extract. Nothing in the three and a half years since I began this journey has moved me more than discovering, imprecisely copied in his own hand, Edith Olivier’s declaration of devotion.


The pity is that he felt unable to celebrate his good fortune in his own lifetime. The nearest he came to doing so was in his penultimate volume of autobiography, A Short Walk from Harrods, where the poignancy of their illness-dictated return from France, and of Tony’s subsequent death, is so acute that the reader has neither the need nor the inclination to search between its lines; Dirk’s robust language fails to disguise the pain. Yet, what has stayed as prominently in the minds of some of their friends, heterosexual and homosexual alike, is the legacy from previous books in which Forwood – as Dirk referred to him with a nod towards school and the Army – is either treated as subservient or written out completely. An early reviewer noted that Tony came across as a kind of handyman; in one of the long, private correspondences, he appears only at a late stage; in the published version of A Particular Friendship, he is not mentioned at all. He fared better than Perry Sheldon, Hugo Latymer’s amanuensis in Coward’s play: ‘He loved you, looked after you and waited on you hand and foot. For years he travelled the wide world with you. And yet in your book you dismiss him in a few lines as an “adequate secretary”.’13 And yet, and yet … Dirk’s denial had the most understandable of origins, but it became more and more regrettable as the years went by, and as the social climate warmed. It is for this reason that John Fraser, who appeared with Dirk in The Wind Cannot Read and who has written about him in a volume of memoirs, asks: ‘And what use is talent, or even genius, for God’s sake, if you have to live a lie and deny love?’14


The novelist and essayist Philip Hensher wrote recently that homosexuality acquired ‘a sort of social history, because it was rarely allowed to rest as simply a biological variation, but was turned into a sin, a disease or a crime by society at large’; he added that ‘nobody much cares any longer’.15 Alas, people do: even in these early years of a new millennium one has only to look at the turmoil in the Anglican Church over the appointment of an openly homosexual bishop to see how long is the course which that social history still has to run. At an entirely personal level and in the context of this book, it is perhaps worth saying that in the eight years I knew Dirk, the question most frequently asked about him was: ‘Is he homosexual?’ I would answer, in all truth: ‘I don’t know – and I don’t care.’ With some regret I now have to care. I hope, therefore, that the reader will be patient as I deal with this matter and dispose of it before getting on with the story. After all, it informs Dirk’s life, some of his most important work in the cinema and – even if by omission – his writing. Laurence Harbottle, Dirk’s solicitor from the early fifties, puts it unequivocally: ‘It is not given to many people to know themselves thoroughly. Even less can our observers, friends and acquaintances achieve a complete picture, especially because they are usually deprived of the knowledge of what we do on the streets or in bed. Nevertheless I shared the view of every friend of his I have ever known that Dirk’s nature was entirely homosexual in orientation.’16 He finds in Dirk certain common traits underlying that orientation: ‘lust and insecurity informed by a possessory instinct’; petty bitterness, which can be a manifestation of that lust; and ‘minor cruelty’, which is often a release from sadistic images:


I think Dirk both recognised and demonstrated a great deal of this but relaxed into its manifestation as he became more famous and more frightened both of his instincts and his position. The word ‘frightened’ is much too strong, but the fact that he regretted or even despised his nature alone explains his jealousy of people who were no threat to him, his often malicious speech and his paradoxical avoidance of ordinary action.


Only once in all the years that they knew each other did he talk openly about his own sexuality to Laurence Harbottle, when during a conversation sparked by stills of Dirk in his knee-weakening eighteenth-century costume for A Tale of Two Cities, he spoke of his sexual sadistic fancies. ‘Fancies or fantasies,’ recalls his lawyer and friend, ‘there was no suggestion of any practice or reality and that precisely fitted my picture of him.’


As L. P. Hartley wrote in his prologue to The Go-Between, the past is a foreign country where they do things differently. But it is not that far away. It is a place where, as recently as the 1960s, to grow up as a homosexual was to live in a very real fear of state-initiated disgrace. A certain leniency seemed to apply towards the arts, and especially the West End theatre where, from the inter-war period through to the late fifties, the power and influence wielded by a homosexual Mafia, with Hugh ‘Binkie’ Beaumont of H. M. Tennent as its capo di tutti capi, were formidable. Yet there was an ever-present threat of either prosecution or blackmail. Bryan Forbes, a fervent admirer of the elegance and discretion with which Dirk and Tony lived their lives, wrote in his memoirs that Terence Rattigan ‘was well aware that if any whiff of scandal about his private life escaped, the whole pack of cards would come tumbling down. Just as we were warned during the war that careless talk cost lives, careless talk cost careers.’17 It was, as Laurence Harbottle says, ‘a more formal time’.


At least some of the reason for that fear was removed by a change in the law, but no legislator can affect personal prejudice, and in the course of researching this book I have met middle-aged men who, even now, are unable to admit to a parent the truth about themselves. Again, Noël Coward proved both sage and seer in A Song at Twilight, which opened fifteen months before the Sexual Offences Bill received the Royal Assent. When the law ceases to exist, says Hugo Latymer, ‘there will still be a stigma attached to “the love that dare not speak its name” in the minds of millions of people for generations to come. It takes more than a few outspoken books and plays and speeches in Parliament to uproot moral prejudice from the Anglo-Saxon mind.’18 If blackmail became far less of a danger than it once was, the stigma remained, for some, a potent worry. The clumsy rigour of a bad law gave way to a strident, militant, tendency which aims – in that crude expression – to ‘out’ the prominent, who for their own sound reasons choose to live their lives quietly and discreetly. This, coupled to a prurience, an obsession with celebrity and an unprecedented appetite for the humiliation of the famous, has led to an atmosphere which can be every bit as venomous. I shall not forget the moment during one of my visits to Dirk’s flat when he flicked at a broadsheet newspaper carrying a story about the public disclosure of Nigel Hawthorne’s seventeen-year relationship with Trevor Bentham. ‘Poor Nigel,’ was all he said, and the empathy was palpable. In 1983 Dirk was on the point of suing a magazine that left its readers in no doubt as to his orientation, but he wisely refrained. Fifteen years later he did not bat an eyelid when Matthew Parris, the writer and former politician, expressed his ‘unfashionable regard’ for ‘famous men who were gay, never quite said so, may never have joined the early campaigns, but lived and worked as openly as they dared’. He bracketed Dirk with Noël Coward, Liberace and Oscar Wilde. ‘Some (not all) of these would look upon homosexuality as a cause with horror,’ wrote Parris. ‘But they served the cause by an inner honesty, a disposition to be themselves, which is greater than the honesty of words.’19 Dirk never commented on this gratifying tribute, not even to express his indignation at being grouped with the dead. What could he say? The point, surely, is that he constructed the outer shell for his own personality in an era when he had to do so; but the ‘house of cards’ in which he then lived and worked was altogether more vulnerable. If Terence Rattigan, a shy playwright creating his brilliantly perceptive chamber pieces from the seclusion of his home, felt threatened, how much more fragile was the structure assembled around a matinée idol, his image magnified to vast proportions on screens throughout the land, who had to go out and ‘flog the product’? So the shell became harder and harder, until it was impossible not only for any outsider to ‘crack’, but also, I believe, for Dirk himself to shed.


With studied remorse he told the director Stanley Donen, who was on Dirk’s 1984 Cannes Film Festival jury, that he himself had simply not found the right girl. Whether the remark was for effect or the genuine product of self-delusion, no one knew, but either way it was embarrassing. Helena Bonham Carter, who appeared as the daughter of Dirk’s character in The Vision, the last of his few films for television, found herself being flirted with off-set in a way that was at once complimentary and disconcerting. He felt it necessary to reassure her ‘hand on heart, that I am NOT Charlie Dodgson’. She has a fascinating and highly plausible theory: that Dirk had to stay in denial because if at some stage he had decided to be true to himself he might have found it impossible to live with his regret at not having done so sooner – at missing the ‘what might have been’.20 This accords with Ian McKellen’s reflection on the moment when in a radio discussion he admitted his homosexuality:


Coming out was a big thing. It wasn’t just, oh, here we go. But it was the best thing I did. And why, why, why didn’t I do it earlier? Well because I was too busy acting. And why was I too busy acting? Covering up the fact that I was gay. Because as an actor you’re always pretending to be somebody else; you’re drawing attention to yourself in a story-telling way because you can’t draw attention to yourself as a gay man. And I think that’s why a lot of gay men become actors – because they can’t draw attention to themselves as being gay. Well, they can, but there’s a cost to that.21


McKellen, eighteen years Dirk’s junior, was nearly thirty when the law changed, and fifty when he ‘came out’: even for the generation after Dirk, it was far from easy. At the time, McKellen was known much better for his work on the stage, so a closer parallel can be drawn between Dirk and Richard Chamberlain, who, thanks to working extensively on both large and small screen, achieved far greater international fame as a jeune premier. Nor are the similarities confined to the fact that both men had stardom bestowed on them when they donned a white coat and stethoscope to play Doctors Sparrow and Kildare respectively.


Chamberlain was ‘outed’ in 1990, but said nothing until he published a memoir thirteen years later, when he wrote that ‘it’s difficult for those who weren’t around in the forties and fifties to appreciate how deeply terrifying it was to imagine being labelled a faggot, a pansy, a pervert. It seemed to me then that even traitors and murderers were generally held in higher esteem than I would be if anyone ever found out the truth about me. I remember walking home from school one day solemnly swearing to myself over and over that I would never ever reveal my loathsome secret in any way to anyone.’22 Like Dirk, Chamberlain, who was born in Beverly Hills, suffered from what he calls ‘scholastic paralysis’, which subtracted further from his self-worth. Like Dirk, he took easily and enthusiastically to painting – a solitary activity, in which the empty canvas is filled ‘with no one but yourself’, but which is similar to acting, in that it too works with shape, line, colour and rhythm. Like Dirk, he worked hard to hide any trace of effeminacy, and to be ‘an acceptable male’. Chamberlain lost his virginity under agreeable, even fragrant, circumstances to a Japanese woman while on military service in Korea; Dirk writes of being deflowered against his will in a grotty Chelsea basement. Each man learned how to act his life.


Richard Chamberlain admits that his easy tenancy in Hollywood society was in large measure thanks to a practised charm, a commodity which everyone attributed to Dirk, too, from an early age. But whereas Chamberlain made no bones about wishing to be liked, and ingratiating himself, Dirk appears to have had less need and less patience. One of the most crucial aspects of Dirk’s career is that Hollywood never took him to its ice-cold heart. Research suggests that there are four main reasons for this. First, the vehicle for his potential breakthrough was a flop; and the foetid whiff of failure tends to cling in Tinseltown. Second, his qualities at that time were not recognised as being sufficiently different from those of, in particular, Montgomery Clift, John Cassavetes and Anthony Perkins; nor could he possibly compete as a light-comedy lead in the manner of Cary Grant and Rock Hudson. Third – and I have heard this several times – he was ‘too intelligent’ for Hollywood. And fourth, the dark, cigar-chomping forces who arranged marriages for homosexual stars, who encouraged them to have children, who even turned a blind eye to Hudson’s promiscuous antics, did not welcome the idea of an uncompromising dude from across the Pond and his inseparable male companion. Apart from a dent to his pride and his ambitions, Dirk had little time for that sink of hypocrisy; whatever might be said about the camouflage, the embroidery, the deceptions, he never committed the ultimate act of self-betrayal: to marry for the sake of appearances only; to parade wife and family as a screen.


Dirk’s relatives, friends and acquaintances are in no doubt that any so-called engagement was a non-starter. One of the newspaper gossip columns was quick to knock on the head a rumour about him and the French-born actress Capucine going to live together abroad – or anywhere else. ‘Forget that one,’ it said flatly.23 My contention is that he had only two truly serious love affairs, with or without ‘carnality’, in his life, and both were with older men. The first was relatively short, but intense; the second, with Tony, lasted for more than half of Dirk’s seventy-eight years. Nevertheless, many believe that he would have liked to have had children, and that their lack was his deepest sadness. One of the unresolved mysteries surrounding Dirk is that he said to at least two of his friends he had fathered a child. None of those best placed to corroborate him knows anything about this. The general feeling is that it was Dirk’s ultimate fantasy. For there should be no underestimating the power of his imagination. Frederic Raphael, who wrote the screenplay of Darling, said that Dirk convinced himself he was almost English, almost a star – in a global sense – and almost a heterosexual.24 At least five people to whom I have talked in the past year – among them a publisher, an agent and a distinguished actress – have told me, again without being asked, that Dirk for no apparent reason chose to inform them that he was not a homosexual. All of them felt they did not need to know, and in any case disbelieved him. To Sheridan Morley and to Nicholas Shakespeare he also issued flat denials. And after a piece appeared in a French magazine in 1991, he wrote to his niece, Alice Van den Bogaerde: ‘I do hope that seeing me slammed as a homo has not upset you? It is actually quite untrue anyway … and what about the ones who are and don’t get onto the elegant list!’


It is another of the quirks in this story that Dirk should first be published by Chatto & Windus, on whose impressive list was Laurens van der Post, the Afrikaner who became a bestselling author, inspiration to multitudes and guru to royalty. He, too, was a fantasist of the first water; as his biographer, J. D. F. Jones, said: ‘Laurens was an enchanter.’25 Van der Post and Dirk were in Java at the same time and, given that they were both in military intelligence, it seems extremely unlikely that they never met. Yet neither refers to having done so. Dirk must, later, have recognised a master at work, someone whose ‘act’ was more impressive even than his own, because it was accepted consistently at the highest level of English society, and without that licence which the performing arts afford. The same applies to a lesser extent in the case of the novelist and translator Patrick O’Brian, like Dirk an exile to southern France, whose persona was a deception but who wrote little about himself. His stepson, Count Nikolai Tolstoy, rationalised O’Brian’s untruths as ‘harmless fantasies or perhaps, because he was very shy, just the responses he came up with when pushed. Patrick had a terrible childhood, so he built up an outer shell to protect himself and created a personality within it.’26 I suspect that Dirk believed more strongly than either O’Brian or van der Post in the truth of his own imaginings.


For this reason above all Dirk is a nightmare to pin down. When I have said that my principal aim in writing this book is to try to understand him, the reply on several occasions has been: ‘You’ll never do that.’ It is my greatest regret that I never met Tony, or ‘Tote’, because among all those to whom I have spoken or written there has not been a single dissenting voice; he was, clearly, the life-enhancer that Edith Olivier found in Rex Whistler. Laurence Harbottle says that ‘whether because of his bisexuality or something more he was a naturally affectionate being who devoted his life to Dirk. He was a strong, generous and remarkably certain person. He was, in my view, Dirk’s manager in every sense except that in which Dirk portrayed him in his books.’ Sometimes I had the feeling that Dirk and Tony, happily reunited on some south-facing, vine-trellised, heavenly terrace, were looking down and smiling – the one sardonically, the other sympathetically – as I toiled through the undergrowth at the foot of the hill, with a little red notebook rather than a net. I was convinced of it when my wife and I drove to their fabled house in Provence. First, a handsome woodpecker swooped in welcome in front of the car. Then a dragonfly danced above the bonnet as we crept up the path. But with Dirk around, even in spirit, it was never a good idea to be complacent. When I began, innocently enough, to take photographs, the newly serviced camera jammed after the first frame. A rather darker moment occurred on Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles, when a ‘crazy’, as they call them there, wrote off the car I had hired twenty minutes earlier, and, had it not been for a seat-belt and an air-bag, this book would be in other hands. When I was delivered eventually to my rendezvous by the Los Angeles Police Department, Michael York rationalised the position by saying that Dirk was putting me to the test but obviously wanted me to carry on. Not even Dirk the author, though, would have dared to plot that day’s series of coincidences. As I arrived, Michael York’s wife Pat told me that their housekeeper, who would normally have been with them on a Saturday, had telephoned to say that her husband had been in a bad car smash on the freeway. My primary reason for going to see Michael York was to talk about Accident, the film he made with Dirk that began and ended with a fatal crash. Most bizarre of all, a little while after I had telephoned my wife in London to let her know what had occurred, she took her supper in front of the television, switched on the set and, without changing channels, found Michael York standing in his garden in the Hollywood Hills, talking about his early career.


Mercifully, the bulk of the research for this biography has been carried out under less dramatic conditions. Even so, it has often proved astonishingly frustrating. Trails repeatedly led to dead-ends. Memories wobbled, clouded and flatly contradicted. Archive material, where it existed, was often startlingly limited: at least two sources had been destroyed by fire; a vital file in an American library had been weeded out as early as the 1960s; another, in Sussex, had been ruined by mould. Even so, a good deal exists and, wherever I went, its custodians would usually do their best, and sometimes more, to help. The same applies to the many interviewees, a majority of whom wrestled with the fact that even if they had spent a good deal of time with Dirk they did not really know him. He was a great compartmentaliser, so that his friends from the cinema seldom coincided with those from publishing, and only a handful with members of his family. When his nephew Brock held a small party shortly after Dirk’s death, to toast his memory, most of the names but few of the faces were familiar; all had been close to him in one way or another. A further curiosity is that Dirk seems to have been little talked-about, and even less written-about, in his profession. Of those who worked with him, Michael York is an exception in having devoted several passages of his autobiography to Dirk. It became something of a ritual for me to turn to the index of books by his contemporaries, and to find almost invariably Humphrey Bogart, but only on rare occasions the near namesake, and then in a glancing reference. Dirk’s is an amazingly anecdote-free zone. This cannot be simply because he spent so much of his working life abroad, and so became out of mind as well as out of sight. It has more to do with that other distance – the one which he kept by staying in his trailer between set-ups and by going straight home after the day’s filming; by eschewing as many of the countless invitations as he decently could and entertaining at home; by just being private and leading a tidy, organised, orderly existence, free of scandal. And of course he applied a subconscious deterrent to anyone thinking of writing about him even briefly, let alone at length, by publishing well over two thousand bound pages about himself. It was, in its way, a power, and an extraordinarily effective one, for although he made often preposterous, sometimes wounding, assertions and claims, he was seldom challenged seriously about anything he had written or said.


This biography attempts to construct, not – as I said earlier – to dismantle, or, worse, to deconstruct. If it were possible, nothing would be more tedious than systematically toiling through Dirk’s books and trying to work out where the contents match and depart from a verifiable reality; even where they themselves are in conflict. As Peter Ustinov said not long before he died:


In an autobiography it’s not that you don’t tell the truth, but you distort what actually happened by playing with time. Something which actually took a week, in a book has to take a sentence or so. Everything becomes slightly distorted, although not in spirit. I’ve always been very much opposed to the courts of law where you are asked to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, because I think that’s impossible. If I was forced to do that, I should refuse because I’m willing to tell my truth, but I can’t guarantee that it’s the whole truth, and certainly not that it’s nothing but the truth. The truth is like a chandelier in the courtroom, which everybody sees, but from a different angle – because they’re different people and can’t occupy the same seat.27


Ustinov offered another persuasive apology for the autobiographer who might be cavalier with his or her own facts. ‘What is writing?’ he asked. ‘It’s thinking aloud, really. Referring is like being interrupted the whole time.’ Suzanne Lowry, after interviewing Dirk at a particularly sensitive time, wrote that ‘no one will ever be able to rearrange his story, for whatever reason’; autobiography, she added, ‘is the art of ordering your own past’.28 She was right: Dirk’s account of his life, with all its contradictions, conceits and colours, is set in type as indelibly as if it were in stone; yet there is, as always, an alternative. In trying to achieve it, I have reproduced short extracts from his books, usually without comment. However, there are two purported wartime incidents – visiting Belsen and a fatal accident in India – that perplex even friends of long standing. Some of the people acknowledged later in these pages have asked, unprompted and doubting, about those two events, to both of which, especially the first, he attributed much importance in later life; I have attempted to arrive at a truth. Speculation can aggravate, so I have avoided it where possible; but given the paucity, in some areas, of both documentary material and of memory there are inevitable gaps, especially so in the war years. Dirk would always say that his Army service was the making of him. There is little doubt about that. It also scarred him, as it did so many others, once he had embarked on active service. Because of his behind-the-front-line job he was, effectively, a non-combatant; and my belief is that he suffered later, to a significant degree, from war guilt. On a BBC Radio programme in April 1986, Enoch Powell, who had been a brigadier in the Army, was asked how he would like to be remembered. His reply was both shocking and intensely moving: ‘I should like to have been killed in the war.’29 Powell broke down during the recording, as did Dirk at least once on both radio and television when recalling his experiences in Europe in 1944–5. He was never as explicit as Powell, but there are hints in the autobiographies that Dirk felt similarly, if not equally. He admitted that his was, compared with so many, a relatively easy war. However, its contribution to the emotional baggage which he carried around with him should not be underestimated.


What follows is a sincere effort to net this fleeting figure, but only to hold and examine him, and then to let him fly. To subject him to any kind of sustained academic or psychological analysis would be suffocating. Far better to send readers back to his own words and to encourage those who have not read him to do so. At the time of writing, Dirk’s books are lamentably out of print: only random copies of the non-fiction are to be found; the novels seem to have disappeared completely. If nothing else, I would like to think that this volume might help to reawaken interest in the name of Bogarde the author. As far as Bogarde the actor is concerned, I never thought his reputation would fade. Yet in a 2001 survey of the one hundred greatest films, none of Dirk’s was mentioned, and in 2003 he was missing from a similar poll to find the one hundred greatest film stars; that said, so too were Guinness, Tracy, Peck and Fonda – four more quiet men of the cinema, men who cherished the value of stillness, men for whom less was almost invariably more, as it was for Dirk.


Histrionics should never be mistaken for commitment. Jonathan Miller told a cast which he was directing in a Los Angeles production of Richard II that when members of the audience went backstage afterwards, they ought to find in the dressing-room nothing but a pile of ash.30 There are examples in Dirk’s story of him achieving just such a level of commitment: nervous breakdowns; an inability to put away the clothes worn by Stephen, his character in Accident; an involvement with Gustav von Aschenbach which, when he spoke and wrote about it later, prompted one or two fellow actors to mutter among themselves: ‘For goodness’s sake – get a life!’ Few directors ever felt let down by Dirk: he would give of his best, even when working with poor material. If there were occasions when he was not especially popular on a set, I heard only one account of him behaving unprofessionally. Usually he was not only impeccable, but also generous with his colleagues, even when the work was allowing him to sublimate some of the tormenting imagery inside his head; to relieve the repression. When he did, it was our turn as spectators to be disturbed. In considering the dressing-room of his own life the pile of ash is every bit as apt. His brother, Gareth, believes that the ‘terror’ which both beset and fuelled Dirk was not so much a fear of anything specific, as of fear itself; that below the surface complexities and the skilfully woven camouflage netting, deep inside the shell, there was not just an emptiness but a nothingness. I am, now, not so sure. ‘Terror lurks not very far beneath this apparently cool facade,’ Dirk wrote to a friend in 1988. ‘I’m as cool as a microwave oven really.’31 This reflection was prompted by a young woman, in the next seat at a cinema, offering him a Malteser. A terror, then, born of shyness. ‘You’re shy, aren’t you?’ he said, recognising it in my wife. ‘It’s such a waste of time, isn’t it.’ We can add to that a terror of losing control. In discarded notes for his first book – their spelling corrected here – he wrote of this dangerous, detestable, thread in his make-up which might one day do him harm. ‘I judged it to be a form of weakness, femininity, softness. Abhorrent. I therefore cultivated enough layers of camouflage to hide a battleship. Not always successfully, but effectively. This control I knew, instinctively, probably was essential to my work as an actor. An actor must conceal his art from the public eye. Never indulge it or let it give him away.’32


Linked closely was the terror of letting himself, or his audience, down – with the attendant risk of derision. And finally, consider the terror for the country’s foremost matinée idol of possible exposure by, say, a blackmailing acquaintance of a former homosexual lover; the kind of fear which, as Gielgud’s recently published letters make clear, reduced Sir John to helplessness.33 That Dirk was able every now and then to turn his jangling nerves to advantage was a release for him and a benefit to us, and stands, surely, to his credit. Nevertheless, there was more at his centre than rampant feelings. Many people in the last three years have described him to me as ‘complex’, ‘enigmatic’, ‘a puzzle’. In trying to piece together the jigsaw I have come to believe that he was essentially a simple soul, at his happiest with nature and beauty. Indeed, life as a naturalist, with a sketchpad and an unlimited supply of writing-paper, might have suited him admirably; it is easy to see why he found common ground with John Fowles, to whom plants and flowers are as vital a passion as were butterflies to Nabokov. Instead, Dirk escaped into acting, using his fierce intelligence to put his self-control endlessly at risk. The complexities were part of the construct: the shell and the camouflage.


Sheridan Morley, when considering Dirk’s relationship with Tony, thought it possible that when ‘that particular closet’ was eventually opened, all anyone would find would be ‘Dirk’s old gardening clothes’.34 After he died, his nephew Brock Van den Bogaerde opened a small hanging cupboard in Dirk’s bedroom and found two incongruities among the few suits: one, tailored by Huntsman, from his first starring role in Esther Waters; the other, the tails he wore as Franz Liszt in Song Without End. In the waistcoat pocket of the latter was one of the tiny coloured sweets he would suck to calm his nerves; in the breast pocket was a handkerchief embroidered with the letter ‘C’ – Capucine. Sometimes, while rummaging in Dirk’s cupboards both metaphorically and literally, I have been troubled by Oscar Wilde’s aphorism, ‘Every great man nowadays has his disciples, and it is always Judas who writes the biography.’35 Pinned alongside it above my desk is a postcard reproduction of David Tindle’s 1986 canvas showing Dirk in casual clothes, almost dwarfed by his wing chair and looking pensively away from the artist; and next to it, Thomas Carlyle’s observation that he ‘often found a Portrait superior in real instruction to half-a-dozen written Biographies’. With these salutary reminders, and with the authority of those acknowledged at the end of this book, I set about the task of trying to establish a truthful version of Dirk’s life. I hope the reader will not be irritated if questions remain unanswered, holes unplugged, because the ultimate truth has gone with Dirk and others to the grave.


He told interviewers that at the end of the fifties and the beginning of the sixties – the ‘hinge’ of his career – he had been persuaded to reconsider where he was going, in part because of the new generation: Courtenay, Finney, Bates and others; but not only actors. When during research I have drawn a parallel with Cliff Richard, the name has been met with the occasional derisive snort: ‘How can he be considered in the same breath?’ Well, on more than one occasion Dirk mentioned him as a pretender to the crown. Sir Cliff, as he now is, looked at twenty remarkably like Dirk at twenty-five or even thirty. In 1959 the Mirabelle Pop, Film and TV Star Library of pocket-sized magazines dedicated itself to ‘the film world’s most thrilling love-stories’, and featured Dirk, ‘Britain’s most eligible bachelor’, on its cover; with the promise of Cliff to adorn its next issue. Both men failed to make a mark in America. Both refused to compromise. Both ploughed their own furrow – in Dirk’s case, two distinct furrows – with sustained success. Both refused to be drawn any further than they wished. And both would seem to have settled for the celibate life of the true solitary. In a 2003 television profile, Sir Cliff said that when he first started, ‘they tried to make me out to be some kind of heterosexual sex maniac. When that didn’t really catch on, they turned on to the gay thing. And now I find it really rather fun. You know, I’m an enigma. Once I’d looked that word up, I thought, I like this. They don’t understand me. Long may it reign.’ He enjoyed, he added, ‘being slightly with a question mark above my head’.36 So, too, did Dirk. But it would seem that he became a puzzle to himself. When I told Glynis Johns that I was having trouble working him out, she replied: ‘Dirk couldn’t work it out for himself, so don’t worry if you can’t.’37


I trust that Wilde’s dictum will not apply here. I have neither the inclination nor, I believe, the wherewithal to carry out an act of treachery. In any case it is arguable whether Dirk was a ‘great’ man. I believe he was, at heart, good. The Dirk I knew for regrettably few years, from 1991 to 1999, was the one whom Michael Gough knew for half a century and whom he described in a letter to me as ‘a kind generous wise and comical friend’.38 When the IRA wrought havoc in London’s docklands one Friday evening, at about the time of my weekly call to him, the first person who telephoned my wife with an offer to help in any sensible way was Dirk. He was generous, and supremely – sometimes uncannily – thoughtful. And he was much else besides, not all of it admirable, as he was the first to acknowledge; it is healthier when the narcissist recognises his own flaws. In an interview in the seventies he was asked why he called Ava Gardner ‘Snowdrop’. Because, he said, anything less likely was hard to imagine. ‘What flower would you say you most resemble?’ was the next question. Like lightning came the reply: ‘I? Holly.’ His pointed edges, as I had particular cause to celebrate, helped to make him a joyously incisive critic, who once described a collection of short stories by Doris Lessing, no less, as a ‘limp lettuce’.39 That, too, has been for me a spur.
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Part One



DEREK





One



‘Constant dripping wears away the stone’


The 1921 Easter Bank Holiday fell on 28 March. It was what editors now call a slow news day. ‘Nobody could say it was a nice Easter Monday,’ reported The Times, ‘and yet great numbers of people insisted on enjoying the holidays … Excursion trains during the morning were crowded and the strings of motor charabancs which left London for Brighton and other resorts had no vacant seats.’ The King and Queen travelled to Aldershot to watch the Army football cup final. There was greater excitement at Brooklands Automobile Racing Club, where Count Zborowski introduced his six-cylinder ‘Chitty-Bang-Bang’. This mighty beast, propelled by the same 600 horsepower engine as used in Zeppelin aircraft, thrilled the crowds by reaching an average speed of 103 miles per hour. Back in the capital the sky was overcast, and those who decided to forgo the seaside took to the streets in mackintoshes and overcoats to protect themselves against a chill wind and intermittent showers. The Zoological Gardens in the Regent’s Park received 48,428 visitors; the Victoria and Albert Museum, 23,471; and the British Museum, 9,994. In the evening every place of entertainment was packed, and long queues formed for the cheaper tickets to see Fay Compton in The Circle, Gladys Cooper in The Betrothal and Gerald du Maurier in Bulldog Drummond, as well as Charles B. Cochran’s latest revue, League of Notions, and Chu Chin Chow, now in its fifth year.


Two mornings later the front page of The Times carried twenty-nine birth announcements, one of which read: ‘Van den Bogaerde – On the 28th March, at West Hampstead, the wife of U. Van den Bogaerde, of a son.’ While other Londoners had been dodging the rain and seeking cheer from a big screen, an Elgin marble or a new recruit to the reptile house, the Misses Annie and Kate Weeks were doing their best to ensure that at their nursing home in a Hampstead terrace, four miles from the West End, Margaret Van den Bogaerde, an attractive twenty-two-year-old former actress, would be as comfortable as possible while labouring to produce her first child. She and her husband had walked the short distance from their house when she knew her time was near, but only after she had applied her make-up and mascara, and arranged her hat. This procedure – essential for one who had been ‘always applauded’ – was interrupted by the pains, which her husband helped to dull by administering a slug of whisky. She arrived on his arm at number 12 Hemstal Road, perspiring freely, with her mascara running, her lipstick smudged, her hat askew and a perceptible whiff of alcohol on her breath. Nevertheless, the Misses Weeks did their duty. Two months later, formal notice was given of the boy’s full name, which the Registrar of Births for the district of Hampstead recorded as Derek Niven Van den Bogaerde. Not for the first or last time the family caused officialdom’s clerks a slight headache: on the certificate an attempt at the father’s given name resulted in ‘Ubric’ and had to be amended to Ulric. Clerks – and clerics too: on 30 October, when the baby was baptised at St Mary’s Church, Kilburn, the Reverend H. E. Noyes, who managed easily enough that day with Atkinson and Campbell, evidently struggled to spell Bogaerde. Even in a part of London which was being colonised to an extent by artists, writers and thinkers, many of them from abroad, there was a touch of the exotic about the new parents: he with his Germanic-sounding roots and his reserve; she with her thick Glaswegian accent and flamboyance. It is easy to imagine them exciting curiosity.


The telephone directories of Belgium and Holland give ample proof that Van den Bogaerde and its several variants – meaning of, or from, the orchards – are as common in the Low Countries as Dujardin and Desjardins are in France. There have, for instance, been Van den Bogaerdes in Bruges since the fifteenth century; eleven are listed today. The family tree which interests us – at the risk of bringing down on the reader a grey mist – has at its head Joseph Van den Bogaerde, a lawyer and merchant who in 1830 was rewarded for his upright citizenship of Izegem by being elected its first Mayor. This small town in West Flanders, close to Bruges and to the French border, built a reputation in the Middle Ages on the production of linen, then on the manufacture of brushes and shoes.1


Joseph received 101 votes out of 102, largely as a result of his local leadership in the economic and political upheaval, ‘a salon revolution’, which saw off the Dutch in 1830. According to Michel van der Haert, whose mother was a Van den Bogaerde, Joseph was ‘a bourgeois who took the situation in hand to protect the interest of the bourgeoisie. He didn’t care about les petits gens. He just knew how the wind blew, and he was voted in by all the richest people in Izegem.’ In 1832, while still in office, he died in an accident in his nearby native town of Kortrijk, leaving his widow, Thérèse, who was extremely rich in her own right; a daughter, Maria; and two sons, the younger of whom, Jules, is Derek’s great-grandfather.


Joseph’s elder son, Emil, emulated his father by siring two boys and a girl, but the younger of his two boys died in infancy and the daughter at the age of fifteen. Emil’s surviving son, Valerius Julius Emilius (Valère), plays a significant role in our story, for in 1900 he became the seventh Mayor of Izegem and, although only a cousin twice removed, would one day be claimed by Derek in a family letter as his paternal grandfather and garlanded, preposterously, with the title of Baron. It certainly sounded good, as did a wholly unsubstantiated assertion that there is a direct line of descent from Anne of Cleves. There is a strain of Van den Bogaerdes who were reinstated to the Belgian nobility in 1726 and whose involvement with botanical work entitled them to include on their coat of arms a chevron and three trees; but they have no known connection with Izegem. The arms found above a fireplace at Château Wolvenhof (‘Wolves’ Lair’), which is one of two fine early-twentieth-century houses on the outskirts of the town that belonged to members of Derek’s Belgian family, depict two deer, two stars and a man in the moon. They are fantasy arms: less noble, perhaps, but more colourful and certainly more apposite.


No, the blood flowing into the infant Derek’s veins from across the North Sea was not exactly blue, but some of his relatives were prominent at a certain level. Burgemeester Vandenbogaerdelaan, one of the more impressive streets leading out of Izegem towards the family’s former properties, is named after Valère. Great-grandfather Jules, however, was less honoured. Born in the town five months before the momentous events of November 1830, he lost his father when he was two. He was the apple of his mother’s eye, and she spoiled him. He dabbled in the drapery trade, wrote a history of the town and was a founding member of its Jockey Club. He was also a major in the local military reserve and a crack shot. But just before his twenty-fifth birthday his unstructured life tottered when his mother died. He fared worse than his elder brother and sister, and became very much the poor relation. Three years later he was in the neighbouring town of Ingelmunster, unemployed and living near the railway station at a hotel owned by the Degrijse family. Happiness and tragedy followed in fairly rapid order. In 1861, eight days after his thirty-first birthday, he married the second of the widowed innkeeper’s four daughters, Julie. A year to the month later, a son was born and was given the ultimate parental blessing by being named Amatus (Aimé). Another son, Julianus, followed in 1868, but within a year Julie was dead and, eight weeks later, so too was baby Julianus. Aimé might have been greatly loved, but by the time he was eight he had lost his mother and his brother. At thirteen he would be an orphan.


The story of Aimé Van den Bogaerde is as bizarre as it is incomplete. An indication of its potency came as recently as a Sunday morning in May 2002, when under an azure sky and in a stiff breeze Gareth Van den Bogaerde unveiled a headstone on an unmarked grave at a cemetery in the hills above Brighton. With some difficulty and perseverance he had traced the spot where his, and Derek’s, grandfather was buried in 1938. The inscription read Vir aenigmaticus – man of mystery – and no one could take issue with that. Against the gleaming white stone Gareth placed a posy of orchids, a further symbolic gesture to reinforce the reclaiming of an ancestor exiled from his own family.


When his father died in 1875 Aimé was taken under the wing of his uncle and aunt, Emil and Honorine. Their son Valère, seven years Aimé’s senior, was to be both friend and guardian. After leaving school Aimé spent four years studying art in Paris. He became keen on photography and acquired a considerable knowledge of plants. However, a rackety lifestyle and a disdain for economy did not endear him to his relatives back in Izegem – especially not to Valère, who would soon be fathering his own four children and, the essence of probity, heading towards the mayor’s parlour. The next recorded sighting, in the mid-1880s, places Aimé in the Hertfordshire cathedral town of St Albans, working and studying at a firm of orchid importers called Sanders Ltd. Among the employees was a Gérard Noyelle, also an orphan, who by an odd coincidence came from Joseph Van den Bogaerde’s birthplace, Kortrijk. It was his keenness to travel to South America in search of orchids that led both men into the kind of adventures that were red meat for Conan Doyle and Rider Haggard. Indeed, much of the detail of Aimé’s exploits is contained in a work-in-progress by Gareth Van den Bogaerde which is drawn mainly from a brief period of extensive letter-writing and journal-keeping, and which, whatever its final form, is likely to read more as a novel than a biography. Aimé left no formal memoir. His only known published writing is a collaboration with one Robert A. Newill in translating from the French a novella by Ludovic Halévy called A Marriage of Love.2 The story was published in 1885, at Stamford in the Midlands, where the following year, just like his father, he would fall in love with a hotelkeeper’s daughter.


Derek’s paternal grandmother was born in 1866 in the village of Empingham, near Stamford, and christened Grace Lizzie Clark. Her father, Samuel Cope Clark, kept an inn and farmed 282 acres, with a total workforce of fifteen. Grace, the fourth of five daughters, had an elder brother, George. By the time she met Aimé the family had moved the five miles east to the main town, and Samuel, who had fathered two more sons, was the proprietor of the Stamford Hotel. In Gareth’s account Aimé caught Grace’s eye while he was on a visit to an orchid grower. She was captivated by his looks, his charm, his stories and his painting. When she became pregnant Aimé, who would not marry without proper means, went back to Belgium to see his guardian, Valère, in the hope of securing the inheritance which would be coming his way in 1887, on his twenty-fifth birthday. Valère agreed to give written permission, but only if presented with the relevant certificate. On 6 November 1886 Aimé and Grace were married by a Roman Catholic priest, Henry Van Doorne, at Bethel House in Lambeth, south London, near the bridegroom’s present lodgings. The certificate, witnessed by Grace’s father and mother, gave Aimé’s rank or profession as ‘Gentleman’, as it did those of his late father and his father-in-law. The document permitted him to obtain his inheritance; however, according to Gareth, Grace miscarried.


By 1891 Grace and Aimé had moved up in the world. They were living on the outskirts of Birmingham, in Perry Barr, with a housekeeper of their own. Aimé’s business was doing well. A snapshot survives from 1890 showing Grace in profile, elegant in full riding habit, holding a crop, and at her feet a hound staring fascinatedly at the photographer. On the face of it, there is no reason to doubt that the house in Walsall Road was a place of contentment. The arrival on 14 June 1892 of a baby boy, delivered at home and registered not quite accurately as ‘Ulrich [Ulric] Gontran [Gontron] Jules Van den Bogaerde’, surely set the seal on ‘a marriage of love’. But no, according to Gareth, The Woodlands had been riven by rows as the temperamental, pleasure-seeking, spendthrift, restless Aimé refused to be reined in by his prudent wife. At least Ulric’s birth had one immediate beneficial effect: the father was besotted.


Aimé also considered himself to have graduated from ‘gentleman’ to ‘landowner’. His 1896 Christmas card, bearing in capital letters ‘Best Greetings from Mr and Mrs Aimé Van den Bogaerde’ and a new address, was skilfully drawn, and signed with his initials inside a heart. It showed a handsome pile set in extensive lawns, with a fountain in the foreground and smoke wafting from one of several chimneys. This was Perry Villa, in Perry Barr, and the evidence suggests that its occupation by Aimé, his wife and their child owed less to affordability than to folie de grandeur. The present state of the orchid business, while healthy, could not support this kind of lifestyle. Aimé and Gérard Noyelle, the kindred spirit he had met in St Albans, decided to raise their game: instead of relying on plants found and despatched by others, they would seek out the rarest specimens for themselves.


In January 1897 Gérard sailed for Colombia and within a few months their fortunes began to improve significantly. To give some idea of the potential rewards: in Europe and America customers would pay up to £50 for a single bulb, when a few pence would secure a dozen ‘on the ground’. Not surprisingly, with stakes as high as that, collection was a dangerous undertaking. So when Gérard was forced by illness to return home, his debriefing to Aimé ensured the latter fully understood that the gains to be made had to be balanced against the perils presented not only by the jungle but also by rival collectors. Nothing daunted, and in defiance of his wife, Aimé set off in 1898 for Barranquilla.


The subsequent events are properly left for Gareth’s text, pieced together from the existing writings of Aimé and Gérard. Suffice to say that Aimé had reckoned without a revolution, banditry and a great deal of skulduggery, from all of which he was lucky to escape with his life. He returned to England, dangerously ill and fleeced of his money, in August 1901, by which time Grace had abandoned Perry Villa and a life of some opulence. On a visit to her Belgian relatives Grace told Valère – by now Izegem’s first citizen – of the wretched lot that had befallen her and the nine-year-old boy. To make matters a hundred times worse, there had been a scandal, unspecified to this day, which resulted in Aimé being declared persona non grata in the family: his name was not to be spoken. For Grace a concentrated dose of religion was prescribed. She returned to England, determined to do the best for her son, but would never again live under the same roof as her husband, choosing instead to stay on the south coast with her sister Edith and brother-in-law George Nutt.


Aimé spent three months in hospital, returned to Perry Villa and with Gérard and two financiers set about resuscitating the business. They did enough to sell it as a going concern, then Aimé moved south to start again, with the newly married Gérard, in the Brighton area. Whether it was he or his wife who effectively took charge of the teenage Ulric is unclear. Grace was leading an austere existence about a hundred miles to the west; Aimé, always a stranger to responsibility, had fallen on harder times. Yet in 1905 Ulric was enrolled at Brighton Grammar School, founded in 1859 ‘to provide a Liberal Education at a Moderate Cost’,3 and stayed there until 1908, the year the Orchid Trading Company was wound up. His pupil record card, the briefest of documents, gives no fewer than four addresses for his father.4 The extent of the contact at this time between parent and son is unknown. It was thought inside the family that they never saw each other from 1898 until February 1931, when a friend of Aimé sent the thirty-eight-year-old Ulric a letter explaining that his father was seriously ill in Brighton General Hospital. Given what we now know about Ulric’s schooling, that period is probably shorter, by as much as ten years.


What is certain is that when the letter reached Ulric and his young family in Golders Green, he had not heard anything of or from his father for a very long time indeed. Only later did it emerge that Aimé had been living a hand-to-mouth existence, painting to commission, bedecking wooden chests with images of the countryside and distressing them to look antique, paying with paintings for food and drink, and decorating with hunting scenes the leather-panelled walls of a local pub. When it came, Ulric’s reunion with his father was not particularly welcome; but its aftermath had a powerful effect on his own son. Just think, a grandfather, apparently non-existent, suddenly enters your life with saddlebags that have straddled the backs of mules in the rainforest; who sleeps in a bed fashioned from a giant swan that once graced the scenery dock at the Theatre Royal, Brighton; and who has a torrent of tales to tell, with ‘a vague not-quite-true-but-could-be quality about them which in no way diminished their delight’. No wonder that when he was introduced to this ‘vague shadow lost in the distance of a time unknown to us’ the ten-year-old Derek Van den Bogaerde was mesmerised.5 They had more in common than a surname, Hispanic features, and the same dark brown, unfathomable eyes.


From Derek’s father there will have been no show of emotion. For he was a man who kept his own counsel, and his distance, in a way that could be mistaken for aloofness. Nor did he write down his thoughts about even this dramatic turn of events. The pocket diaries, which he kept far from methodically in a spidery, pencilled hand, contain brusque, allusive references. The entry for 11 February 1931 reads, ‘Letter from Hove.’ There is no reference to the fact that Aimé wished to come to live with the family; nor that he told Margaret, ‘And then I can teach you to cook’; nor that Ulric resisted the proposal, preferring instead to help financially towards his father’s lodgings. As the years passed, the visits to Brighton were infrequent and irregular, usually following word that Aimé was unwell. On 13 March 1937, Ulric found ‘F looking much older. Stooping & frail.’ In January 1938, he took Margaret and Gareth to see Aimé. ‘Father very feeble,’ he noted; ‘Not recognized.’ A month later, ‘Knew me & M, but mind gone. Unable to talk about anything.’ And then, on Thursday, 14 April 1938: ‘F. died 1.15 p.m. Brighton 4 p.m.’ A simple ‘On’ indicates that for Ulric the Friday was a normal working day. On the 16th: ‘Funeral.’ One thing is certain: the atmosphere at Woodvale cemetery will have been in stark contrast to that sixty-four years later, when Ulric’s younger son, three of his grandchildren and a smattering of great-grandchildren went some way towards rehabilitating his family’s ‘black sheep’. A black sheep, moreover, about whom so little was known that a note in the back of Ulric’s 1938 diary gave the wrong day, the wrong month and the wrong year for his father’s birth.


The difficulties in Ulric Van den Bogaerde’s own life had made him withdrawn, but he was a good and honest man whose achievements were not acknowledged vehemently enough in his lifetime. Admittedly he did not excel as a pupil in Brighton. The school magazine makes no mention of him among the prize-winners either in the classroom or on the playing-field. However, he will have been comfortable at art, which was well taught, despite poor equipment and a ‘bad smell’ in the passage leading to the poorly ventilated basement room where modelling classes were held.6 From Brighton Ulric went to St Martin’s School of Art in London. His first paid job was at a stained-glass business in Endell Street, Covent Garden. In July 1912, he was taken on as a black-and-white artist at The Times, and rapidly proved his worth. At that time the only illustrations appearing regularly in the newspaper were line drawings for advertisements, and Ulric, aware of how keen the proprietor, Lord Northcliffe, was on the visual content, began to experiment with grained paper. Shortly after war broke out in 1914, Robert Porter, the first editor of Special Numbers (supplements), wrote to a senior member of management:


I feel it is my duty to call attention to Mr U. V. Bogaerde. He came into The Times Office over two years ago at a salary of £2 per week, and was promised that in the event of his proving satisfactory, this should be increased. I first had to do with Mr Bogaerde about a year and a half ago, when I found him most useful in making the line drawings for the Special Supplements. He did nearly all of these drawings, and I think his work was admirable. He has also helped us in this way in such Numbers as the Russian Supplements, the Spanish Supplement, and so forth and did some very good work in all of these […] I do not know of any young man in the Office who gives more constant attention to his work than Mr Bogaerde […]


His work on the History of the War began about four weeks ago, and he now has charge of the thousands of photographs which come into this Office from thirty-five or forty different sources. He also helps me with the make-up of the ‘History’ […] Mr Bogaerde’s hours of work are at times very long, as not infrequently we have been obliged to stay at the Office from 9.30 or 10 in the morning until 12 or 12.30 p.m. [sic], and he has often had to come to the Office on Saturdays and Sundays […]


Under these circumstances I think you ought to give him a substantial increase in pay, as I do not know what I should do just now should we lose him, and I feel that he has not only worked very hard, but is doing work of considerable value for the paper.7


Three days later, the salary was £3 a week. It was Northcliffe himself who had asked Ulric to take over the make-up and illustrations for the History of the War, which would eventually run to twenty-two volumes. When German cruisers carried out a lightning raid on Scarborough, Whitby and other coastal towns, Ulric was despatched to Yorkshire to take pictures of the damage. As a result he became in effect the newspaper’s first staff photographer. He also knew how to give a good account of himself. He told Northcliffe that the paper being used for the History was inferior. The proprietor was livid, because he had bought the stuff himself at a bargain price and had enormous stocks of it at Greenwich. He sacked Ulric, telling him that the cashier would be given instructions to pay the whippersnapper a month’s salary. No order ever reached the cashier. And when a few days later Northcliffe sent for Ulric on a mundane matter, there was no mention of the sacking.


In March 1915, Porter was writing again, this time asking that his protégé should receive a one-off payment for a drawing that had been done in his own time:


Before the History of the War absorbed all his energies, Bogaerde was able to give lessons in drawing and so forth at home, and in this way he added to his income. Since he has been working on the History he has been obliged to abandon the work, as he cannot possibly leave the Office some nights until 7 or 8 o’clock, or even later.8


The pressure paid off. A file copy of the Russian Supplement from April that year shows that Ulric was given 15s 6d for his impression of the Georgian city of Tiflis. One of Ulric’s most powerful cover illustrations – for which there was no additional fee – was carried on a Recruiting Supplement published with The Times on 3 November 1915. A signed letter from Buckingham Palace, in which the King appealed to ‘men of all classes, to come forward voluntarily and take your share in the fight’, was superimposed on a mounted St George in full armour, banner unfurled against a blazing sun. Five weeks later, Ulric enlisted. For the past year he had been a cadet with the Officer Training Corps at the University of London, from which he resigned only after he had joined up and – oddly – ‘for family reasons’. It would appear that his allegiance was now firmly with his mother, because she was living in Clapham, and so too, according to the official documents which he signed at the nearby recruiting office, was he.


Whatever the reasons for his resignation from the OTC, 140251 Gunner Van den Bogaerde of the Royal Horse Artillery was placed in reserve on a net daily pay of 10d. He continued to draw for The Times: striking images of an ice-breaker at work off Archangel, two Japanese women chasing fireflies, and a Russian in gala costume adorned supplements until as late as June 1916. However, in July he was called up. The Army Medical Board at Kingston on Thames found the slight figure – he was five foot, seven and a half inches tall and weighed 113 pounds – to be in good health, and he was posted to the RHA depot at Woolwich, then to St John’s Wood. With character references from Robert Porter and from his Brighton headmaster, Thomas Read, he applied successfully for officer training and by the end of January 1917 was a second lieutenant. Three months later his war began in earnest.


If there is a single defining characteristic of men who have seen conflict it is that they seldom, if ever, talk about it to those who were not there. Little is known about Ulric’s experiences in France and then in Italy, but what he witnessed in the mud and the noise and the terror made it impossible for him in later years to remain in a kitchen while eggs or potatoes were boiling. He is believed to have opened the door to a church and found the building full of bodies – an image which dealt a hammer-blow to any belief in the existence of God. Like so many who toiled with, and felt the impact of, the guns, he was to a degree shell-shocked. On 17 April 1917 he joined 106 Battery of 22nd Brigade, Royal Field Artillery, at Croisilles, and spent three months in the hell of the Somme, with occasional breaks for gunnery training.


Hardly had he arrived in France when, on 3 May, his mother died of tuberculosis. Grace was just fifty. Under the heading ‘occupation’ on her death certificate is the unusual and poignant entry:


22 The Chase


Clapham


Wife of


Aime


Van den Bogaerde


Artist


(water colors)


For their differing reasons neither her husband nor her son could be by her side when she ended her days among the nuns at the Hostel of God in Clapham.


The close of 1917 found Ulric’s brigade in Italy, where he would spend the next fourteen months. It had been a chaotic theatre, with the Italian Second Army routed by the Austro-German force and with alliances wobbling. The first half of the following year was relatively quiet, on this front at least. Ulric spent much of his time on sketching duties. In July, as serious fighting began again, he was promoted to lieutenant, but by the end of the year principal hostilities were over; the Italian campaign had cost the Gunners twenty-six officers and 205 other ranks. In January 1919 Ulric was home – or whatever passed for home. When the War Office wrote to the most recent address he had supplied, thanking him for his service and informing him that he could retain the rank of lieutenant, the letter was returned, ‘Not Known’.


They should have tried The Times. With effect from 3 February, Ulric had rejoined his old newspaper as a draughtsman in the advertising department at £5 per week. Not for long. Northcliffe set him to work on half-tone and photogravure reproduction. The research, carried out in top-secret conditions, behind the bars of an iron birdcage in the basement of Printing House Square, resulted in an issue on 25 July that was a landmark. Despite the occasional dismissal, he evidently pleased The Chief. On the anniversary of the historic edition, the latter wrote to congratulate him. Shortly afterwards Northcliffe wrote again, asking for a film to be brought to his home. The memo was addressed to W. Bogearde Esq:


My dear Bogearde,


Among bad writers in the office you at present hold the championship!


Please type your signature in future, for the sake of my overworked Secretaries …


Chief9


At this point Ulric had been promoted to art editor of the Weekly Edition’s picture section, with an annual salary of £624. Early one morning Northcliffe telephoned him and demanded that a fully captioned proof of a page of half-tone news photographs should be brought to his house by noon. Taxis were deployed to wrest etchers and process-operators from their homes. At midday Ulric arrived at number 1 Carlton Gardens to find a room full of people:


They were all asked what they thought of the page. Thank God they liked it and so did he. He then turned to me and said ‘It will do – except for one picture I don’t like – put in something else and it is to go into the paper to-night for to-morrow – and from then on a page of pictures every week-day!’ That was March 1922.


It was a staggering order, for we were hardly prepared, but we managed somehow. On the third or fourth morning he rang me up at about ten at the office. ‘Chief speaking. Can you keep it up six days a week? It wants doing you know.’ I forget my reply. He then said ‘Go and see Campbell Stuart about your pay’ – which I did. I was put up to £800.10


Events were moving fast. Ulric established an art department and remained its editor for the next thirty-five years. In the General Strike of 1926, when emergency editions of the newspaper were produced by management and heads of department, he worked on alternate nights for two weeks in the machine room and as a driver. For this he was rewarded with ‘special gratuities’ totalling £34 and a silver matchbox engraved with the legend Ictus Meus Utilis Esto (‘May my strike be useful’). During his tenure as art editor he was responsible for several innovations which, in terms of newspaper photography, were revolutionary. Disliking flashlight as much as the artists did, he sought the best technical help from manufacturers of film and lenses, and took his camera to Covent Garden where Thomas Beecham was conducting The Perfect Fool. Previous attempts to capture ballet in performance had never been satisfactory; Ulric’s results were startling. His subsequent photographs of Pavlova fascinated both the ballerina and Diaghilev alike. Stark entries in his diary such as ‘Infra-red [image: image] page’ on 9 and 11 August 1932, and ‘First Aerial Infra-red photographs’ on 3 August belie the momentousness of his experiments. The use of colour and – after various mishaps – underwater photography were other areas in which Ulric and his colleagues led the way.


Evidently, theirs was a happy ship. In the middle of preparations for coverage of the 1937 Coronation his department, by now thirty-strong, sprung on him a presentation to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of his joining the newspaper. He was described as ‘a Chief who has the knack of getting the best out of his staff in the nicest possible way’. Indeed, he was known affectionately in some quarters as ‘CD’ or ‘The Dripper’ because of his good-mannered persistence – ‘constant dripping wears away the stone’. And there was more: frequent expressions of gratitude from Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle for the newspaper’s portraits of royalty; numerous applauded exhibitions; quiet satisfaction for the planning and execution of photography on the 1953 Everest expedition, to which The Times had exclusive rights. The expedition leader, John (later Lord) Hunt, remarked to his fellow team members that the ‘object of the other newspapers is to break into this copyright as much and as often as possible’;11 Ulric was just the man to protect the scoop.


Recognition came on two levels. The Royal Photographic Society awarded him a Fellowship in 1943; and on Ulric’s somewhat reluctant retirement from The Times in the summer of 1957, the acting Editor, Maurice Green, said:


When he first came here he was an artist drawing the pictures with his own hands. They were very good pictures and he has put the imprint of a real artist on everything he has touched. Mr Bogaerde has made an imprint on some departments of newspaper work which I think will be noticeable as long as newspapers go on, because he has really been a pioneer of the technical advances of newspaper photography, particularly those he established. Through him we have had pictures which by their form and content have made good news. But if he is an artist, he is the last person in the world to have an artist’s temperament.


Nobody, concluded Green, had made such a distinguished contribution to the newspaper and ‘there is nobody who has been better liked by the staff all over PHS [Printing House Square]’.12 Ulric was given a cheque for £68, raised by all departments, and a further £162 10s by management.


There is an odd postscript to Ulric’s career at The Times. In April 1969 the newspaper published an obituary of Arthur Hickman, who for forty years had been an assistant in the art department. It said he had invariably been entrusted with the task of choosing for reproduction pictures from the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. Ulric took great exception, writing to the letters editor, Geoffrey Woolley: ‘He never did. I made the selection entirely myself, from the earliest days, when I persuaded Geoffrey Dawson [the Editor] to let me have a whole page, and sometimes two pages for display.’ He added: ‘The selection of the RA pictures was one of my most trying jobs, not only to reflect the trend of the current exhibition, but to balance the pictures on the page.’ This letter was not published, and the affair seems to have been only partially resolved by the then Editor, William (later Lord) Rees-Mogg, writing to Ulric’s elder son, who mentioned in reply his father’s ‘distress over the Hickman thing’.13


It is hard to imagine such a strong reaction nowadays, when ‘the record’ is treated with disdain. But for the fastidious Ulric it mattered greatly. After all, he had given his working life to the newspaper. At the presentation in 1937, when he received from his staff a silver cigar box, his wife was given a cigarette case, in partial compensation for being ‘deprived of many hours of her husband’s company by the calls of the Department’.14 His son put it more floridly forty-seven years later, in a tribute commissioned for the newspaper’s bicentenary:


‘Your father has sacrificed us all on that damned red-brick altar of his in Printing House Square!’ my mother would cry in despair as another lovingly prepared supper was burnt or left to go cold by his delayed arrival home.


My mother was an ex-actress and, as such, prone to mild exaggeration. The red-brick altar to which she referred was The Times. It was not our father’s property in any way: it belonged at that time to the Hon. John Jacob Astor, and we weren’t sacrificed. Very much.15


Maybe not sacrificed – but, in Margaret Van den Bogaerde’s case, cuckolded. For the article concluded with Ulric’s description of The Times as his mistress: ‘I loved her very, very much. I can’t forget her, you see.’16


The wife who so frequently took second place to that demanding, older woman in Printing House Square was born Margaret Niven on 26 April 1898 in Glasgow. Like her husband, she came from an unconventional family.


In August 1865 The Scotsman carried a brief report of an accident at Lockerbie in which a railway employee, William Neavin, was crushed between the buffers of two engines and fell beneath the wheels. He died on his way to hospital in Carlisle.17 William Niven – apparently even his name could cause confusion – was an engine driver on the Caledonian Railway. He was thirty-eight and the father of three boys and four girls, aged between fifteen and eight months, of whom the eldest two were already working. In October his widow, Sarah, who earned one shilling a week by working her mangle, applied for poor relief, but did not go to court to pursue the claim; the inspector who visited her noted that of the £50 she had been given in compensation by the railway company and by others, £30 still remained. At the time of the tragedy her sixth child was three years old. His name was Forrest, and he would be Derek’s other grandfather.


Forrest Niven’s two elder brothers were William and James. The latter became a diamond-setter who would boast among his clients the Tsar of Russia. William chose a less sedentary but related occupation, mineralogy, which led eventually to archaeology. Doubtless inspired by David Livingstone, a family friend, he set off at twenty-nine for America, where he spent the next fifty years unearthing treasures and, in doing so, throwing light on the continent’s earliest civilisations. His finds helped to enrich the world’s public collections and his exploits earned him not only a Fellowship of the Royal Society of Arts but also front-page billing in the Houston Press when he turned eighty. After all, he had met Billy the Kid, survived fever, earthquake and raging torrents, discovered three new minerals while on an expedition for Thomas Edison, located a lost city in Mexico called Quechomictlipán – which, he said, means ‘what a lot of bones on top’ – established a private museum with 20,000 exhibits, produced nine children and narrowly avoided being executed by firing squad for having had cordial relations with Emil Zapata.18 Here was a figure who could have matched Aimé tale for tale.


While William was accumulating nine tons of ore samples for a trade fair in New Orleans, his youngest brother was moving in a different direction. In December 1883 a Glasgow publication called The Chiel noticed an amateur double-bill at the Langham Halls in which Forrest Niven acquitted himself well, although ‘scarcely any one spoke correctly, and for this blemish there can be no excuse’.19 Before the month was out the same newspaper had advised readers of its ‘Wheel World’ column that the same Mr Niven, who had designed the ladies’ invitation for the Paisley Victoria Bicycle Club, was ‘hard at work on matter for his own club’s dance. Something choice may be expected from this rising young sketchist.’20 The columnist had a nose for talent. By May 1886, when Forrest announced that he was leaving the Glasgow firm of Mackenzie & Co., ‘theatrical artists and lithographers’, for a similar job in Belfast, he had made his mark on Clydeside as a newspaper caricaturist, competitive cyclist and actor. The critic from The Stage who attended the inaugural production of the First Lanarkshire Rifle Volunteers Dramatic Society declared that in Private Forrest Niven the company has ‘an amateur whose services are now in great request, and who is rapidly coming to the front rank in social theatricals’.21 His departure for Ireland moved the Scottish Athletic Journal to print a portrait and tribute to ‘one of the most popular of our local wheelmen’:


His popularity is not due to his merits as a rider; it is due solely to the geniality of his disposition, the kindliness of his nature and the versatility of his accomplishments. A man having his qualities could not be other than a popular man […] He has left a host of very attached and devoted friends, who will be glad to welcome him back, should he ever make Glasgow his home again.22


They did not have to wait long, for by August he had returned, and established himself in an office in the centre of the city as a ‘lithographic artist’. No one knows why his stay across the Irish Sea was so short-lived, but a matter of the heart might have had something to do with it. The previous December he had attended the Bellahouston Bicycle Club Ball, at which another of the guests was a Miss J. Nelson. On 1 July 1887 Forrest Niven married Jane Nelson, the daughter of a master baker from Stranraer.


It was a happy time for the young couple. Work was plentiful for Forrest and he was taken on by the Glasgow Evening News, which gave increasing prominence to his political and social cartoons. He resumed his acting. In December 1887 he appeared at the Theatre Royal in a production of Guy Mannering and, to the delight of audiences and critics alike, played the role of the smuggler Dirk Hatteraick, ‘his Dutch accent being almost to the manner born’.23 The next year, in Dion Boucicault’s The Shaughraun, his portrayal of Corry Kinchela was described by the Glasgow Herald as ‘loud-voiced and generally offensive, as became the character’,24 while the News considered that the abandon with which he seized the role ‘must have infused confidence into even the most timid member of the company’.25 He was also receiving rave reviews for his antics at cycle meetings. His impersonation in several ‘character races’ of Ally Sloper, the hero of a long-running comic strip who specialised in staying one step ahead of the law and the rent-collector, was hailed as ‘screamingly funny’ and won him a number of trophies.


Domestically, too, this was a fertile period. Two weeks after Forrest’s success in The Shaughraun Jane produced a daughter, who was also christened Jane. Two more girls, Sarah and Hester, followed swiftly; then a son, William; and then a fourth daughter, Margaret. By 1911 Forrest and his wife would have nine children, five of them girls. If the principal figure in our story is Margaret, at least two of her siblings, Sarah and Hester, have important parts to play. The family moved four times, to ever-larger tenements, while Forrest took over one of several rooms on the sixth floor of an office building in Hope Street, close to the Central Station and to the News.


His work had brought him into contact with the Celtic writer Neil Munro, to whom we owe a few sparse insights into Forrest’s doings. He endeared himself to Forrest with his whimsy and pronounced sense of fun. They were clearly staunch friends: when Forrest’s third son was born in 1904 he was christened Neil Munro Niven. There was loyalty too. Munro’s surviving ‘diary’, which he compiled many years later, has an entry for 29 June 1896 which reads: ‘Forrest Niven, artist, dismissed and A. Stewart taken on in his place again.’ Then, on 20 July, ‘Niven resumed on News on my pleading.’26


They went shooting together on the island of Little Cumbrae and in 1897 travelled to Iona. Shortly before his death, Munro recalled in a column written under the pseudonym of Mr Incognito how he, Forrest and two colleagues took indoor riding lessons at Hillhead, then ventured out and ‘spent one hectic, alarming and dangerous afternoon in leaping hurdles’.27 More hazardous still were the celebrations to launch an offshoot to the News called St Mungo. Munro described how at noon on 3 December 1896, the eve of publication, two six-inch mortars mounted on the roof of the News office fired a fusillade of papier-mâché bombs which were supposed to detonate in the air some distance away and scatter leaflets all over the neighbouring streets. The first bomb went off almost as soon as it had left the muzzle, snowing the area with circulars meant for further afield. The discharge shook the entire city centre, and a large crowd gathered at the Central Station, believing that the boiler of a locomotive had exploded. ‘Before the police turned up, the second mortar shook the welkin, and strewed Argyle Street, Union Street, and Renfield Street with the most unholy litter of fly-sheets. Forrest Niven, whose idea it was thus to arouse immediate interest in St Mungo, promptly remembered an engagement elsewhere, and disappeared.’28


At the turn of the century, Forrest was becoming known outside Glasgow. Contributing to Strand Magazine gave him a platform alongside the likes of Conan Doyle. In the theatre he had already made at least one foray south of the border: in 1892 he was to be found acting at Toole’s Theatre near Charing Cross Station in London and assisting with the stage management of J. M. Barries first hit, Walker London, which the company took on tour. According to family legend, he went on to set up his own troupe of strolling players, but Scotland’s main theatrical library at Glasgow University has no records to back this up. What we do know is that after the birth of his last child he was in England again, this time with his daughter Margaret, the only member of his family who showed any enthusiasm to follow him on to the stage. There is a 1913 photograph of Madge Niven, taken by a Colchester photographer, showing her in a production of Graham Moffat’s Bunty Pulls the Strings. Her son would write one day that Margaret’s career reached its apogee when she was in the cast of this frothy comedy at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket in 1911. Alas, the evidence suggests that the closest she came to the West End was East Anglia and, perhaps, Golders Green. None the less she was, and continued to be, determined to lift spirits. Another photograph, published by the Scots Pictorial on 21 December 1918, in a column otherwise dedicated to the activities of the Royal Family, had Madge Niven in Army uniform, sleeves rolled up and cap at a jaunty angle. The caption declared her ‘an excellent entertainer’ who ‘has delighted thousands of our wounded soldiers with her readings and naïve children’s impersonations’. Her repertoire included poems of derring-do and of Service life; Kipling’s ‘Gunga Din’ was a firm favourite.


The same caption described Madge as the ‘daughter of Glasgow’s erstwhile well-known cartoonist, Forrest Niven’. That ‘erstwhile’ is both strange and poignant. For the heady days of the 1890s and early 1900s, when Forrest’s illustrations sprang from broadsheet pages of otherwise solid grey print, when his watercolours were given space by the Royal Glasgow Institute of the Fine Arts, and when he ‘swaggered about Glasgow in cloak and highland bonnet’,29 were over. He took to the bottle and fell into obscurity – in which order is hard to determine. He died on 4 January 1932 in the Eastern District Hospital, which cared for the destitute. The newspapers were kind, but not exactly lavish, in paying their respects. His former employers gave him five brief and somewhat careless paragraphs:


Mr Forest [sic] Niven, who died in Glasgow yesterday, was in the early ’nineties one of the most familiar figures in Press life in Glasgow.


He was a very clever cartoonist, and his black and white sketches for The Evening News, more especially when there was a breeze on at a meeting of the Town Council, were decidedly clever, and a feature of the paper.


‘Forest,’ as he was called, was a clever actor, and in ‘Rob Roy’ he played the part of Captain Thornton with much credit.


He was greatly in evidence eat [sic] all big Corporation functions, and could draw at lightning speed striking caricatures of prominent Bailies and Councillors, including ‘Benburb,’ the late Bailie John Ferguson.


Mr Niven retired from The Evening News a good many years ago, but did a considerable amount of work in his home, including etchings.30


The Scotsman noted that ‘Mr Niven’s best work was achieved about the time of the 1901 Glasgow Exhibition’ and the Herald added with a flourish that, like many other artists of the period, ‘Mr Niven wore the Highland cloak and was a kenspeckle figure in the city’.31 It is not known how many members of his family attended the funeral; one suspects, very few. The diary of his son-in-law, Ulric, is blank for the first two weeks in January, but it would be no surprise if he had stayed away. Ulric was incompatible with the family into which he had married, and he had an aversion to Scotland itself; when he and his wife went on a camping holiday shortly after their wedding, it rained constantly and he was attacked mercilessly by midges.


Family lore has it that Ulric Van den Bogaerde met Margaret Niven when he arrived home unexpectedly from Paris, riddled with flu, to find her in his bed, sleeping off the effects of the Chelsea Arts Ball at the Albert Hall. He turfed her out. She spent the rest of the night beyond his bedroom door, but forgave him, nursed him and in a trice married him. Margaret’s address at the time was 24 West End Lane, Kilburn, which is just two streets away from where Ulric was living, so the detail of their first encounter probably owes more to Goldilocks and the Three Bears than to reality. Nevertheless on 7 January 1920 the twenty-seven-year-old journalist and the twenty-one-year-old ‘theatrical artist’ were pronounced man and wife by the Hampstead Registrar. The witnesses were Ulric’s loyal aunt Edith and her husband, George Nutt. No parent was present, but the respective fathers appear on the marriage certificate as being, in Aimé’s case, ‘of independent means’ and, in Forrest’s, an ‘Artist (painter)’.


The house to which Ulric returned with his vivacious young bride was a substantial three-storey building at the end of a terrace, backing on to a stable yard. He had moved in to 39 St George’s Road on 10 September 1919, and the council registered its new occupier for rating purposes as ‘Hugh Bogaerd’. Because there is no Hugh on the Van den Bogaerde family tree, the only logical explanation is that the council official who came to collect the biannual payment was so flummoxed by the impenetrable Christian and family names that Ulric must have said something along the lines of, ‘Oh, don’t worry – just write down “U”’. For a short while after he arrived, he shared the house with a couple called Pigott, but by the autumn of 1920 they had been supplanted by Cecil Godfrey and Prebble Rayner, artist friends of Ulric’s, who took rooms and helped him with the £75 a year rent. At this point, he was earning £12 a week in his illustrious new post as art editor of the Times Weekly Edition. And his wife was pregnant. It was a moment of truth, for any ambition Margaret might have had to make a career in the theatre, or even in the excitingly nascent cinema, was now at an end. Ulric had, it was said, refused to allow her to travel to Hollywood and take up an invitation to join Famous Players-Lasky, the studio which would become Paramount. Given his unsettled background and its surfeit of wandering, it is no surprise that he should put his foot down. Yet his decision, born of possessiveness and a yearning for stability, would always be resented. Such stability seems to have been confined to Ulric’s work; by the end of the decade he and his wife would have moved house no fewer than three times. However, thanks to the child she was about to bring into the world, Margaret would be able in due course to live some of her dreams – albeit vicariously.





Two



‘… life is not all cushions and barley sugar’


There are two photographs in the Van den Bogaerde family archive which show Margaret in her bedroom at St George’s Road and in a condition which might today be described as ‘sultry’ or ‘smouldering’. A third image, of the same high quality and evidently taken with the help of a delayed shutter release, has a dressing-gowned Ulric tenderly lighting a cigarette for his wife, who is wearing a pinafore – perhaps a maternity – dress. The story-in-pictures continues with a sketch of mother and baby. Unsigned, it is believed to be the work of a close family friend, J. H. Dowd, the Punch artist who illustrated the first version of what was to become Winnie-the-Pooh and whose pre-eminence in capturing the essence of children was celebrated by, among others, Strand Magazine.1 Sixty-five years later, Dowd’s drawing was used as the frontispiece to Backcloth, with Derek captured at eight months, dummy plugged firmly in mouth.


Ulric and Margaret did not stay long at their first home, with its reek of turpentine and linseed oil, the mixed scent of which left a lasting impression as ‘the one that I remember best and with which, anywhere I go, if I smell it, I am instantly at ease, familiar and secure’.2 By the time the compilers of the October 1922 London telephone directory recorded ‘Bogkerde U.V.’ as one of a rapidly growing body of subscribers, the family had already moved, to another tall house, at 173 Goldhurst Terrace. It was only ten minutes’ walk away, but – somewhat less important then than later – it was properly in Hampstead, not Kilburn. The Van den Bogaerdes occupied the ground floor and basement; there was a fair amount of coming and going upstairs. A few doors along the road lived a relative, Kathleen Nutt – perhaps the ‘Aunt Kitty’ whose living-quarters enchanted the infant Derek as ‘a vague, shadowy place, filled with sweet scents and the trembling shapes of feathers and handkerchiefs flickering high on the ceiling’, not to mention a polar-bearskin rug on the floor, a gold-and-black striped divan and a gramophone.3


Within a year of moving, Margaret was pregnant again. She and Ulric travelled to the Continent and called at Izegem, in the hope of meeting his father’s relatives. They arrived at Wolvenhof to find a large lunch party in progress, with everyone speaking French and their cousins too preoccupied to take notice of the visitors from London. In any case, any reminder of ‘the Scandal’ was unpalatable. They were given the cold shoulder. As far as his Belgian family was concerned, that, for Ulric, was the end of that. The baby who arrived on 2 April 1924 was born at home and baptised in the same church as her brother, where she was given the names Margaret Elizabeth Marie. Only the second of these was used, and then formally. From the beginning she was known to all as ‘Lu’. She still is. In an aide-mémoire provided in 1960 to his son for a series of autobiographical articles, Ulric explained that the inspiration was the tall younger sister of Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Eliza-Louisa. ‘’Liza-Lu is so gentle and sweet, and she is growing so beautiful,’ says the mortally ill Tess. ‘She has all the best of me without the bad of me.’ In Ulric’s words, she was the ‘odd man out’. Lu was not introduced immediately to her three-year-old sibling. Before the birth, Derek had been fetched by his grandmother, Jane Niven, and shipped off to Glasgow. When he returned, there was ‘an enormous pram, with wheels like dustbin lids’,4 and a sister. For now at least, the family was complete – but not rooted.


Its next stop was near the Thames. Ulric bought number 14 Cross Deep Gardens, a modest house in a new terrace a short stroll from the river at Twickenham and some eleven miles from his office. The area is known as Strawberry Hill, reputedly because in 1747 the essayist Horace Walpole took the understandable decision to rename his newly acquired home after Strawberry Hill Shot, a plot of land included in the property, instead of Chopped Straw Hall. More influential on the suburb’s topography, however, was another, even greater, man of letters – the poet Alexander Pope, who moved to Twickenham with his mother in 1719, when he was thirty-one. He remodelled a house beside the river as a Palladian villa, and laid out an elegant garden on the opposite side of the busy road, connected by a tunnel known to this day as Pope’s Grotto.5 Much had changed to both house and garden by 22 May 1925, when the Van den Bogaerdes moved in, two streets away. Pope’s villa itself had become a private girls’ school, St Catherine’s, which was to prove convenient, and there were other attractions nearby: the riverside lawns of Radnor Gardens; the frisky marble nudes in York House Gardens; above all, the Aladdin’s cave at 42 Church Street, where Mrs Brand, whose dolls were reputed to be Twickenham’s finest, sold ‘superior toys’:6


[…] every Saturday I went there with my ‘Saturday penny’ (actually I was given two) to buy a celluloid animal from a huge cardboard box to add to my growing ‘zoo’. I […] thieved one or two occasionally when the elderly woman who ran the shop was not looking. Twopence only bought one creature. Sometimes the desire to have another was too great and wickedness overcame me. With horrifying facility.7


Mrs Brand also had to keep an eye on the confectionery she dispensed as a sideline. In short, for a four-year-old boy with a baby sister, this was altogether a more alluring environment than boring old West Hampstead. However, there was a downside: school.


Derek began his formal education at a kindergarten on Twickenham Green, run by two sisters, Mrs Chapman and Miss Harris, the latter of whom was also secretary of the Young Women’s Christian Association. All he could remember of it in later years was a long tin shed, painted dark red, a blackboard, a large iron stove and tables. Lessons were spent thinking about Minnehaha, the cat he had rescued from a rubbish tip; how to build an aquarium; and the next expedition to fish for minnows at Teddington Lock: ‘I simply didn’t bother with Miss Harris and her silly kindergarten; my brain absolutely refused to see the connection between “CAT” and “MAT” and I frankly didn’t give a damn which sat on which. As far as I was concerned it was a wasted morning.’8 There was something else that kept him brooding and distracted: a green-eyed monster which for most of his life would never be far away. Derek had begun to realise that his sister was ‘far more cosseted and fussed over because she was younger. And prettier. Jealousy started to sprout like a bean shoot in the darkness of my heart – it also began to show.’9


Miss Harris’s best endeavours came to nothing. Ulric and Margaret tried another tack. They sent Derek to join the girls at St Catherine’s, in the hope that the nuns might do better. ‘I was captivated by their swirling grey habits, by the glitter and splendour of the modest, but theatrically ravishing, chapel, the flickering lamps beneath the statues of the Virgin Mary and Joseph. It went to my head in a trice and I fell passionately in love with convent life.’10 His parents must have thought it was working. With the zeal of the convert, Derek built an altar in the nursery at home and decided that his destiny was the priesthood. He was too young to understand how and why his father, who went to war a staunch Roman Catholic, had his faith destroyed in France and Italy. No, even in the ‘vaguely ambiguous atmosphere’ at Cross Deep Gardens, Derek thought he had identified in Catholicism his inamorata: ‘Without, of course, realizing that what I had actually fallen in love with was the Theatre. Not religion at all. The ritual, the singing, the light, the mystery, the glowing candles: all these were Theatre, and Theatre emerged from these things and engulfed me for the rest of my life. Learning my catechism was, after all, merely the prelude to learning my “lines”.’11


Just as his hours away from home were now governed by a strict regime, so too at Cross Deep Gardens a new discipline began to apply. Derek’s capacity to explore forbidden and dangerous territory, to indulge in petty larceny, to swallow poisonous fluids at random, and all in all to find trouble, was not easy for his mother to cope with when she already had her hands full with a baby daughter; nor was his father over-tolerant when released from the ever-increasing demands of the Mistress in Printing House Square. They sought help. What they found was an absolute authority, based on robust common sense, practicality, decency and unflappability, underlain with dedication and a gentle sense of humour. All this in someone not yet out of her teens.


Ellen Searle lived half a mile from the Van den Bogaerdes in a semidetached house at number 14 Second Cross Road. Her father, George Searle, was a builder, whose expertise in minute brickwork took him on occasion to Hampton Court Palace. His wife, Jane, had been a highly proficient nanny and was full of encouragement when their daughter left school to follow suit. Ellen was seeking a reference for a position a bicycle-ride away in Teddington when a friend of her mother’s, who had helped every now and then with Derek and Lu, suggested she might be ideal for a permanent job at Cross Deep Gardens, living in with the Van den Bogaerdes. She arrived for ‘interview’ in her Girl Guides uniform and immediately hit it off with Margaret: ‘We got on famously together. We just took to one another.’12 She returned shortly afterwards, to meet Ulric, and passed the test. Derek was wary: he suspected curtailment. And to Lu goes the credit for solving the problem of how this new member of the family should be addressed. At her home and at school, Ellen was called Nellie; here at Cross Deep Gardens she was the Nanny. Both caused difficulties for the little girl, who, according to Derek, settled for Lally. Which is how Ellen Searle has been known ever since among the Van den Bogaerdes, and, more recently, to a much wider circle of intimates whom she has never met. For she has been a principal player in, and dedicatee of, two non-fiction bestselling books.


Lally moved in. Initially, Derek, who was just under ten years her junior, responded with fascination to the new rules about table manners, personal hygiene and, in particular, the need for regular reports on the morning visit to the lavatory. Before long, they began to pall somewhat and it would not be fanciful to suggest that his relationship with Lally was the first of a series in which a will as strong as his own presented a stimulating challenge, leading to great affection. In those days when summary justice was the norm, she would not hesitate to back up a threat of ‘I’ll box your ears’; and if behaviour went really beyond the pale, there was always in the background the fearsome prospect of her brother – a real-life policeman. But from the start Lally regarded Derek as ‘such a grown-up little boy. He must have been about six then, but you thought of him as being older than he really was.’13 If he had reservations about the new regime, there was none as far as Lally’s parents were concerned. Both children adored visiting the house in Second Cross Road, and continued to do so after they had left the area. Lu would stand behind George Searle’s wing-chair and sing in his ear. Derek divided his time between the linnets and canaries which George bred in an adapted greenhouse and the chickens kept by Jane Searle at the bottom of the garden. Several years later, just after Mrs Searle’s death, Derek and Lu went to stay with Lally and her father. They found the chicken population depleted – it was thought that they had pined for their keeper. During the visit one of the fowl turned up its toes, moving Derek to create a headstone bearing the lines:


This is the grave of Selina Hen


Who died of a disease unknown to men.


Not exactly in the Alexander Pope class, it was nevertheless Derek’s first recorded verse.


The bond between Lally and the Van den Bogaerdes was special indeed. She was struck by the contrasting characters of Margaret and Ulric – the former, outgoing, exuberant, stopping to talk to duchess and dustman alike; the latter, withdrawn but always gentlemanly, and all too frequently unwell. When Lally first met him, ‘he was very, very poorly’. She soon learned how badly affected he had been by the war: ‘He suffered terribly with his nerves. It was a sort of shell shock and there were times when he was really, really ill. He would look terrible. Mrs Bogaerde was marvellous with him. She used to sit with him and talk to him quietly. It would pass, but he would have to fight it. Twickenham didn’t suit him. It is low-lying and they say it is bad for people with nerves.’14


The Van den Bogaerdes did not stay. Apart from the problems with Ulric’s health, there was a hostile factor which would recur in Derek’s life: encroachment. No sooner had the family arrived than the trucks, the diggers, the saws and the hammers set to work on translating the nearby trees and fields into the ‘bricks and pebble-dash’ of seventy-six new dwellings. In 1929 the house was sold and on 5 October the family moved ‘away from the river-mud of beloved Twickenham, to the gravel hills of Hampstead, which I hated’.15 In fact, their passage back to the relative heights of north London took them not to Hampstead but to another growing suburb: Golders Green, a part of the capital synonymous with Jewish settlement. The three-storey, unprepossessing end-of-terrace house in Highfield Avenue was at right-angles to a small parade of shops on Golders Green Road, which included Grodzinski, a long-established Jewish bakery, and the essential sweetshop. It was also, like Cross Deep Gardens, conveniently close to a convent school, La Sagesse. No less crucially to Ulric, there was accommodation for his beloved motor car, an OM. This was the Lancia or Alfa Romeo of its day, a sports car rather than a tourer, made in Brescia, Italy, by Officine Meccaniche; and Ulric had two of them in succession, one blue, one silver. More expensive than its British equivalents, such as the Riley, it was unquestionably a status symbol, and an indication that, for all his prudence, Ulric could indulge in at least one overt luxury. The only occasion on which Lally knew of him raising a hand to either of the children was when one of them accidentally scratched the car on their way from house to garden. Neither knew who had done it, so both were smacked. Derek would not take the responsibility, but accepted his punishment and left Lu to hers. She did not speak to her father for several days afterwards. It was, says Lally, one of those small things that showed how different from each other were brother and sister.


One of the first steps Ulric had taken on moving to Twickenham was to apply to the council for permission to erect a wooden garage. Here in Golders Green he already had the garage, but access was a problem: the path to it was owned by the shops. For six and a half weeks the Van den Bogaerdes were in limbo while Ulric’s uncle, Arthur Nutt, applied a legal mind to sorting out the potential awkwardness. The furniture was put into storage; Ulric and Margaret lodged with close friends, the Hatfields; Lu and Lally stayed with the Searles in Twickenham; and Derek was again despatched to Glasgow. Not until 19 November could they be reunited with each other and with their belongings in their new home, where they would stay for six years. By now, however, they had the use of a second property which was to assume a far greater significance in all of their lives; and for Derek and Lu the OM was their transport from ‘gravel hills’ to chalky downland. To them it was a magic carpet.


The hamlet of Lullington – originally Lulla’s Farm – lies a dozen miles east of Brighton, and four from the coast, in spectacular and largely unspoiled countryside. From separate vantage points are visible in the distance a white horse and a long man, carved to a gigantic scale out of the hillside to the south-west and the northeast respectively. There is no shop, no post office, no pub and no more than a scatter of houses. But there is a church, and, close by, two cottages, one of which was rented during the 1920s by a colleague of Ulric’s at The Times, William Salmon. Ulric and Margaret would visit him at weekends. At the turn of the decade, ‘Uncle Salmon’ gave up his tenancy and Ulric took it over. In the past, the Van den Bogaerdes had spent holidays on the Normandy coast, at resorts such as Wimereux and Deauville, or in the West Country: in 1927 they took the children to Cornwall and in 1929, with Lally, they shared a house in Swanage with the Hatfields. Now they had a fixed point within easy access from London, and although it was a part of their lives for only three years or so, the investment of less than one pound a week paid rich and rare dividends – not just for the family, which established a relationship with rural Sussex that has lasted for three-quarters of a century. The many who have read A Postillion Struck by Lightning and Great Meadow will be in no doubt that, however coloured the anecdotes, however skewed the portraits, both books are an elegy to a lost and irrecoverable time, characterised by a simplicity, an innocence and a oneness with nature.


The Church of the Good Shepherd is an extraordinary building, just sixteen feet square and with a seating capacity of twenty-three. It is, wrote Derek, ‘the Smallest Church in Sussex’.16 Some claim it to be the smallest in England. In fact it is a portion of the chancel of a larger church believed to have been destroyed by fire in Cromwell’s day. Restored in 1894, it stands alone and proud, its spire, supported by a white weather-boarded belfry, poking above the encircling trees. The larger of the two cottages one hundred yards away has been known variously as the Old Rectory and Little Chapel, but when the Van den Bogaerdes moved in their furniture at the end of July 1931 the church had recently united with its much bigger companion at the bottom of the hill, St Andrew’s, Alfriston, and any formal connection with the neighbouring houses had ceased. Even so, an informal relationship continued: ‘… all we had to do was change the water and the flowers in the vases once or twice a week. On the altar. Well, they weren’t vases for the flowers. Jam jars. But we put white and blue crêpe paper round them so they looked rather pretty. And my sister always picked the flowers and arranged them herself. Sitting in the sun on a gravestone singing a hymn-sounding song.’17


The cottage itself was built of brick and dressed flint, with a tiled roof. At some point it had been divided into two, but the family had both sets of living-quarters to itself. Forty-six years later Derek would write to the then occupant:


In our day, [it] was very primitive indeed. As you have gathered. Lamps, privvy, pump … the road from Lullington Court was a chalk road … the path up to the cottage just a chalky track. Very slippery in the rain and dangerous with heavy baskets! Inside it was a warren of rooms each leading out of the other, as far as I remember … and the North End was fearfully damp and rather gloomy … we spent most of our time in the big room on the south looking down to Lullington Court and Littlington [sic].fn1 Lullington Court was a working Farm. Vast dairies with bowls of cream, and all kinds of milk, plus great blocks of yellow butter standing on slate slabs. It was very cool, covered in ivy, and sweet smelling. After the pig-sty, our favourite place … apart from the great barn, where the Stallion lived … at the far corner of Great Meadow which was, I believe, converted into a chic house sometime just before the war. There was no one living nearer than the Axfords (as they were really called.) at the Court … I believe there are two cottages down at the bottom of the road now … but they were not there in our time.


It was, he concluded, ‘pretty isolated’.18


Life at the cottage, for those few precious weeks in each year, was bliss. The children were on their own a good deal: Ulric and Margaret would confidently leave Lally in loco parentis while they travelled elsewhere. Once or twice her own parents came to hold the fort. If Ulric could not take the whole period off work he would commute, a tortuous journey which for him meant even longer days than usual. Sometimes there would be guests, such as Angela Hatfield – Angelica Chesterfield in the books, where she is treated not altogether flatteringly – or a cousin from Scotland. But there is little doubt that Derek regarded such visitors as intruders on a private idyll. His own invited guests were a different matter. As Lally, Lu and he clambered into the back seat of the loaded car, donning their helmets if the weather permitted the roof to be down, he would smuggle under their protective rug a favourite tortoise or hedgehog. When they had reached a point in the journey where he considered it too far for his father to turn back, he would triumphantly unveil the stowaway, to the irritation of the driver and the poorly concealed amusement of Margaret.


Derek had already established more cordial relations with the other members of the animal kingdom than with his fellow man. Despite their companionship, even Lu – especially Lu, because of the constant proximity – would be on the receiving end of petty spite and cruelty; he once abandoned her at the head of the Long Man of Wilmington and listened with glee to her screams. There is a passage in Postillion where he writes that ‘a glimmer of liking flickered in me for her’ and, two lines later, ‘hate glowed deep in the coals of my heart’. More often, however, they would, as Mark Daniel noted in a 1986 article, join forces against a common foe:


He and his sister defended ‘their land’ with the utmost savagery from their chief enemies, hikers, who were already infesting the countryside … [They] would mix a brew of the deadliest weeds they could find, colour it with berries, and leave it in squash bottles in the overgrown lane near their home, hopefully to be found and consumed by thirsty hikers on their way to the smallest church. No successes were ever recorded. On other occasions they hid from the hikers, or, if taken unawares, insulted them with out-thrust tongues, crossed eyes and screeches.19


Ulric had called it ‘the most beautiful place in all England’. Now, for Derek and Lu, it was ‘our world’ and its boundary, ‘fixed by the weakness or strength of our legs’, was Alfriston to the west, Wilmington to the north, Jevington to the east, and Litlington to the south. ‘Within that frame all belonged to us. Or so we steadfastly believed for we shared it with few others.’20


Only a little further afield, there were the cliffs and beaches of the English Channel; inlets such as Cuckmere Haven and Birling Gap, close to Beachy Head, where Derek would haunt the rock pools with his shrimping net. Swimming was not on his agenda: he had once found himself unexpectedly out of his depth and for ever afterwards he loathed immersion. No, it was nature itself that preoccupied him. For all the exhilaration of hurtling from top to toe down the Long Man on a tin-tray, the greatest delight was in the moments after clambering back up again to allow Lu her turn: ‘You could just lie there in the grasses and listen to the wind wuthering gently above your head, the larks singing high in the blue intensity of the sky, the bleat of lambs and the clonkle-clankle of the sheep bells. There was no other sound.’21


Whether they slithered, jumped, skittered or flew; grunted, cheeped, hooted or neighed, God’s other creatures held him in thrall. Many years later he was to itemise four tests which would have to be met by anyone wishing to mourn at his funeral – a list which must have struck some of his acquaintances as curious and which, in the event, proved academic. A fondness for children; a refusal to patronise, ignore, or belittle; and ‘the vitally important qualities of humour and, above all, laughter’ were the first three:


They must also like animals: if they couldn’t quite adore them as I did, then they had to show, at least, a warm interest and not, as some, pale with terror at the sight of a harvest mouse, or cry out in horror at the presence of a cheerful old toad or even, silliest of all, a harmless bat.


People like that simply couldn’t pass. It was not essential, but of course greatly to be desired, for them to come fishing for efts or sticklebacks, or even to assist at the delivery of a family of white rats or a litter of rabbits, but it was perfectly all right if they merely showed interest in the business, and more so if they offered (as many did rather than actually look at the messy business) a piece of silver money with which to defray the cost of feeding them, or for the purchase of a larger cage or a better aquarium in which to house them.22


Outside the cottage frogs would be carefully trapped and carried in a box to Lally, whose shriek of horror could probably be heard a quarter of a mile away at Plonk Barn. Both she and Lu remember how Derek would sit for an eternity on one of the three seats in the privy, watching the birds through its open door. Early in Postillion there is an account of his quest to acquire a canary at the fair held annually in Alfriston. He had been told that the birds were actually sparrows dyed yellow, but he would not be swayed. ‘I wanted one very badly. Basically because they were birds, and I worshipped birds, and also because the cages were so terribly small.’23 Those are the words of a free spirit, and here in Lullington there was more freedom than at any other time in his life.


There were also excellent opportunities to practise his budding skills as a playwright, staging mini-dramas with Lu in the nearby barn or in the garden, to a critical audience sometimes comprising their next-door neighbour and near-contemporary Ronnie Diplock, alias ‘Reg Fluke’, and any passing bird or beast. But soon the scene had to shift. In 1933, the Lullington Court estate, which consisted of the entire parish with its population of seventeen, was put up for sale. The farmer, Thomas Axford, was relinquishing his tenancy, and the owner, Lieutenant-Colonel R. V. Gwynne, decided to break up the property. The ‘big house’, Plonk Barn, the Great Meadow, two smaller houses and the two cottages all came under the hammer on 14 June at the Corn Exchange in Hailsham, and although Ulric could not be there – he was working on the first experiments with underwater cameras – he was keen to bid. He was prepared to go up to £700, but the cottage, with its three acres of land, its privy, its rainwater tank and its rotary pump, fetched £900. The idyll was almost over. Ulric’s fondness for the cottage and all it meant can be gauged from the fact that he appears – as ‘Alec Bogarde’ – in the parish electoral register for 1932, and again – correctly this time, and with Margaret – in 1933; it was, after all, not their principal residence. But leave they must, after one final month’s holiday. At least Major Pothecary, the new owner, wanted some of the furniture.


Shortly after Ulric’s disappointment at the auction, Derek acquired a brother. Since Lu’s arrival, Margaret had suffered two miscarriages – the second, at the cottage, where Lally comforted her. On Wednesday, 19 July the doctor and nurse who had been called early that morning to Highfield Avenue announced that she had given birth to a son. ‘Boy born 2.30 p.m.,’ wrote Ulric in his diary. The next day: ‘Very hot. Took Baby’s photograph.’ And on the Thursday: ‘Very hot. Bought fan.’ Lu had been sent to the Glasgow relatives, but Derek was at home. On the previous Sunday he and his father had visited the British Museum, and he is mentioned in his father’s diary on the Tuesday. He was already racked with unease, because of the upheaval: ‘I just sensed that someone had turned my egg-timer upside down and that the sand had started to run the other way.’24 Lally remembers that on the fateful day itself Derek was round at the house of an Italian family, the Govonis, whose daughter Giovanna had befriended Lu at school. When he returned, the spirit in which he greeted his new sibling was far from welcoming – in retrospect, anyway: ‘It looked, from my point of view, like rabbit-offal wrapped in a shawl. I was silent with shock at the sight of this living stranger in our midst. This was the bulge in my mother’s belly. This the cause of the vastly disturbed household. […] Small fists beat helplessly in slow motion at a bloated, scarlet, screwed-up, old man’s face. The head weighed tons, the neck seemed delightfully frail.’25 Note the ‘delightfully’ – as if the link from head to torso was eminently snappable.


The birth was registered on 15 August, and the baby’s name given simply as Ulric, amended later to Gareth Ulric. There had already been a scare, because he seemed to be having difficulties with his circulation, but the family’s holiday went ahead as planned. For a month they revelled in fine weather, with swimming expeditions to several of the beaches between Brighton and Pevensey. And there was good news. Halfway through the holiday Ulric arranged to rent, for 10s a week, another cottage, on the western fringe of Alfriston, at number 30 Winton Street. Despite an even more ravishing outlook, it could not cast quite the same spell as Lullington, but the Van den Bogaerdes could at least keep a foothold in the landscape they had grown to love. On 17 September they left the Old Rectory, or Little Chapel, for good, with Lally doing her best to boost morale by pointing out its defects: the lack of sanitation, the wobbly flooring which had once given way under Margaret’s foot, the dicey roof. Derek remembered his nanny had told them: ‘You can’t have a summer without a good winter.’26 He was about to pay dearly for his own exquisite ‘summer’, and he would learn that it was wiser to keep the best experiences in the memory, not to attempt to relive them. In the letter to the much later occupant of the cottage he wrote: ‘You must NEVER go back, must you?’ He had, he said, just once, in the autumn of 1960, and although he found his and Lu’s World ‘nearly all the same’, it, and he, had grown older.


He did, however, have to go back to school. By the time the family had moved back to north London from Twickenham, Derek’s academic hopelessness was apparent to all. He failed the entrance examination for University College School in Hampstead, so, on 10 April 1931 – just after the shock of Aimé’s sudden re-emergence – Ulric took him to meet Bernard Thompson, who gave private tuition at his home, number 1 Kemplay Road in Hampstead. Three days later the ten-year-old boy began being ‘crammed’. He would recall how he ‘drifted in a haze of happy, and determined, ignorance through the veined hands of a black-booted and wing-collared tutor. In a stifling room in a mouldering villa in Willow Road. To no avail.’27 Dennis Rendell, five months his senior, was there at the same time; he, too, had failed to pass into UCS: ‘We were both pretty thick.’ He remembers Thompson as ‘a terrifying man, and his wife, Ethel, who had nothing to do with the teaching, was even more terrifying.’ The house was early Victorian:


We used to do our work in the drawing-room which had French windows onto a garden. We had lunch with the Thompsons, and had to go into the kitchen for that. At about 2 p.m. we had some time of our own – about half an hour before we went back to work. In that half hour we used to go to the house next door, which was very much more modern than the Thompsons’. Its garden was full of dock leaves, and laurel, and there were thousands of snails. We used to have snail races along the laurel.28


Derek might have considered the formalities ‘lethal, dull, boring’,29 but the period with the Thompsons succeeded well enough. Four months later, both boys were enrolled into the Junior Branch of University College School, with Derek, now in his maroon-and-black-striped blazer, assigned to Campbell House and Form 4B. If he had feared something out of Tom Brown’s Schooldays, he was to be agreeably surprised. The founding headmaster of the junior school, Charles Simmons, took as his philosophy Shakespeare’s ‘No profit grows where is no pleasure ta’en’. Just as important to him as fractions, dates, syntax and declension were handicrafts, plays, the school’s luxuriant garden and its magazine. According to a history published for the 150th anniversary of UCS in 1988, Simmons was ‘well aware that small boys are seldom happier or better employed than when they are making something’.30 Fortunately, his successor, Dr Bernard (‘Bunny’) Lake, was of the same mind. Other preparatory schools attached undue importance to Latin and Greek; here on Holly Hill priority was given to the ‘Conversazione’, an occasional festival at which the boys could show off their training in ‘Aesthetic Appreciation’ and ‘Manipulative Skill’. Art was taught by an inspirational figure named C. E. F. ‘Smaggie’ Smaggasgale, who took over Campbell House during Derek’s time; he looked like the Prince of Wales. There was a high standard of drama, and no little eccentricity. The benign, bespectacled, golf- and cricket-loving Dr Lake was reputed to carry about with him an assegai, which he called his hasta sacra (holy spear); this would be pointed at the boy of the moment with a cry of either ‘Pax!’ or ‘Bellum!’ In such unconventional ways might a little of the Classics be absorbed. Breaches of discipline would result in an early morning parade on the playground, reviewed by the headmaster from the balcony of his third-floor flat; satisfied that justice had been done, he would go back inside and finish his breakfast.


This was the far from hostile environment in which Derek began his studies on 16 September 1931. Dr Lake’s daughter, Jennifer Hiley, describes it as ‘almost a family atmosphere’, where the staff turnover was minimal.31 Ian McGregor, headmaster from 1976 to 1991, regarded Holly Hill as a place where ‘there were always sympathetic characters among the boys and among the parents’, where ‘life was never dull’, and where ‘you would develop a natural exploration’.32 Dennis Rendell recalls:


Half the staff was female. The Second Master was Miss Fuller – she was a magnificent creature, a huge woman, very masculine, with masculine-type hair, but a jolly good teacher. She and one of the other women teachers took a close interest in the communal bath which we took after soccer. We would play against other forms in the Junior School, but Derek wasn’t very good at games. He didn’t like soccer. He was slightly effeminate on the field, and didn’t like barging into people.33


Richard Rubinstein, another almost exact contemporary, agreed; but, although great store was set by those boys who seemed to be on their way to the rugger fifteen or to the first eleven at football or cricket, few thought the worse of Derek for preferring more solitary pursuits: ‘He was a bit of a loner, but he was always cheerful and popular. He was interested in model aircraft and there was even some schoolboy talk about a possible career in aeronautics.’34 Lally tells how she and Margaret attended an end-of-summer-term sports day, excited that Derek was to be in several races. When they arrived, they found him ill-prepared: ‘He was helping Mrs Lake, seeing the teas were all ready, administering anything. He had somehow got around the Head Master. He was not a boy for racing; if he could get out of it, he would. Mrs Bogaerde was so disappointed, because she thought that at least he was going to be doing something other than acting.’35 And it was clear to everyone that what mattered most to Derek were theatricals. Ian McGregor recalls a correspondence in 1976, in the course of which the former pupil confirmed that during lunch breaks he would dragoon anyone in sight, boys and staff alike, to watch his ‘productions’, mounted with whatever props were available: ‘He said that nobody ever seemed to put any undue pressure on him at school, but it was possible that he put more pressure on others. In fact, he said he could be a perishing nuisance.’36 He revelled in performing to ‘a trapped audience of Masters and Mistresses’ but, strangely enough, there is no record of Derek taking part in any official productions, either on or behind the stage. He preferred to do his own thing, and this was refined at home.


Thanks to their shared experience at Mr Thompson’s, Dennis Rendell was one of the very few friends to be invited back to the Van den Bogaerde house. He would cycle there from Edgware once a week for tea and remembers well the sweetshop and tobacconist’s on the corner of Golders Green Road:


They would throw out a lot of cardboard boxes which Derek would use for his toy theatre. It was made of wood, and all the props out of the cardboard. The stage was about three foot wide, and had curtains which he would open with a piece of string. The figures were made of cardboard, which he painted and moved around the stage with little sticks from the back, where he was hidden. I thought they were quite lifelike. He painted them and made little chairs and tables. There were quite a few parts in these things; Derek would take not only the leading role but also quite a few others. I can remember one about Roman soldiers where someone had to rush up with a message and a spear in his hand. Elizabeth appeared in his productions, but I was not good enough. Sometimes I was somewhat grudgingly given a bit part.37


What did the authorities make of Derek? At the end of that first Michaelmas Term he was marked sixteenth in his class of twenty-two. In English he came fifteenth; his apprehension was ‘fair’ and his diligence ‘very fair’, but the overall judgment was ‘terribly inaccurate’. In Mathematics he was placed last: ‘Has very little aptitude for the subject’; in French, tenth: ‘Will improve on this, I think’; in History, equal ninth: ‘Could do very well but will not take pains’. However, as Ulric read on, not all was gloom. In Geography Derek was equal sixth and ‘Quietly studious’; in Nature Study, equal third: ‘A good start’. Drawing found him equal eighth, but hampered by being ‘Slapdash at present’. In Music, Handwork and even Physical Exercise he was applauded for his efforts. Interestingly, he had been absent on eleven mornings and on six afternoons, but had never once been late. His house mistress, Miss E. Polimeni, who drove a bull-nosed two-seater Morris and sometimes gave the boys lifts to the Underground station, came to this conclusion: ‘Too self-satisfied & rather plausible, but promising in many respects.’ To which Dr Lake added: ‘Not a bad beginning but should note carefully what his House Mistress says.’ He also observed that Derek’s age-height-weight ratio of minus fifteen per cent ‘needs watching’.


By the end of the Lent Term 1934, the staff had given up awarding marks and class positions, so his overall performance was not calculated. Derek’s English teacher found that ‘Promise – in the way of oral work – is always so much better than performance of written work’. In History: ‘I cannot understand why he finds it so difficult to transfer his ideas to paper successfully’; and in Mathematics: ‘Seems to try but results poor’. His achievement in Geography was satisfactory, but in Nature Study he ‘Should try to write & draw more accurately’. However, in Drawing itself, he was ‘Very promising’. The attendance record shows that he was off school on twenty-eight mornings and seventeen afternoons; but even when he was there his mind seems to have been elsewhere. Lally remembers how the headmaster called him in for a ticking-off. Derek stood in front of him without saying a word and with eyes averted; then, when the Head stopped to draw breath, said: ‘That’s a lovely picture, Dr Lake. Is it a masterpiece?’ Any other boy would probably have incurred a clip round the ear, even a beating, but the good Doctor realised no insolence was intended. It was ‘just Derek’. No wonder Bernard Lake signed off the report by saying: ‘He makes me impatient but I am trying to be more philosophical about him – time will show.’


Three weeks into the following term, Ulric wrote to the headmaster, to say that Derek would not be returning for the next academic year. This was the reply:


Dear Mr Bogarde


I have just received your letter & am sorry to learn your son is to leave UCS. But it is not unlikely that a boarding school life will suit him better.


I cannot give you any intelligence quota as we do not indulge in these things here.


But I can say that your boy has the makings of a very intelligent man & when once he has found his feet & has learned to concentrate on the ordinary work of the School he will do very well. It is of course conceivable that his development in the practical side of things will be very late, but I am convinced that much excellent material is lurking about somewhere.


He is a very nice fellow & an amusing companion. I wish him the best of luck.


Yours sincerely


Bernard Lake


In the Lent Term report the master of Campbell House, ‘Smaggie’, had been no less perceptive about his thirteen-year-old charge: ‘Has still to learn that life is not all cushions and barley sugar.’


The boarding school life, in its strictly residential sense, might well have suited Derek, but that is not what his father and, to a lesser extent, his mother had in mind. The impact of Gareth’s arrival, nine years after that of Lu, was felt in obvious ways in the small house at Highfield Avenue, where the baby needed its own accommodation and where the adolescent Derek could no longer share a bedroom with his sister. Derek had noticed that his father had become more distant and there were no more jokes between them. Lally said that Ulric was ‘disappointed’ in him. There were also worries about Derek’s relationship with his mother, whom he idolised. If Margaret was out late or away from home Derek would keep one of her belongings – sometimes even a shoe – under his pillow. Elizabeth, who believes that ‘deep down, he simply worshipped her’, recalls an embroidered birthday card which he inscribed with lines of poetry addressed to ‘Darling Margaret’. No one factor led to the decision that Derek should go to stay with his mother’s family in Glasgow and have ‘a Scottish education’; it was cumulative, or, as Lally is believed to have put it, just the need for a ‘pull on the reins’.38 It turned out, rather, to be ‘a crack on the backside which shot me into reality so fast I was almost unable to catch my breath for the pain and disillusions which were to follow’.39


There is little doubt that it was a relieved father who drove south from Glasgow on the morning of 1 September. The baby had recently had a temperature of 105 degrees; his wife had been ill for four days, Aimé was ‘not too well’ in Brighton and he himself had experienced colonic pain. In Alfriston, Elsie Brooks, who lived in the cottage next door and had taken over as nanny from Lally, developed scarlet fever, and Derek had burned his hands when Lu’s dress caught fire. And all the time, belying her vivacity in public, Margaret sought solace from her own resentment – often in the bottle. At least the eldest child would be off their hands for a while. Ulric ensured Derek had £7 for various expenses, including £2 12s 6d for school fees, and 14s 2d for books. A further £5, for the first month’s lodging, was left, along with the boy, at number 42 Springfield Square, in the rapidly expanding suburb of Bishopbriggs. This was the home of William Murray and his wife Sarah, the second of Margaret’s three elder sisters. They were known in the family as Uncle Murray – Margaret’s elder brother William already had the title of ‘Uncle Willie’ – and Aunt Sadie, but would achieve a strange notoriety as ‘Uncle Duff’ and ‘Aunt Belle’. They lived five minutes’ walk from the railway station in one of the new ‘four-to-a-block’ houses that were springing up as a semi-rural alternative to the city’s tenements, but which were in effect two pairs of apartments. There was a small sloping garden, but the view from the Murrays’ rooms on the ground floor was unexciting: to the back, an almost identical building at the bottom of the garden; to the front, across the road, another one. Little has changed. It is a dispiriting, claustrophobic place – one where it is easy to see how quickly a free spirit would suffocate.


William Murray was an engineer who had fallen on hard times in the Depression, but was re-establishing himself as an agent with an office in St Vincent Street. Forrest McClellan, one of Derek’s cousins, remembers their uncle as clever, hard-working, very gruff-looking, with a ‘neat, fussy and aggressive temperament’. He drove a Morris 8 with much pride but little competence. Politically he was an idealist. His background was inferior to that of his wife, who ‘clearly regarded it as her mission in life to civilise the brainy but socially gauche young man whom she had married’. Sadie, in her turn, was ‘a deft and competent housewife and needlewoman’, handsome, well-dressed, witty, gregarious, anti-Semitic and slavishly dedicated to keeping up appearances: never must one approach a boiled egg by slicing off its top with a knife – it must always be battered with the spoon.40 William had married her at the end of the war. Now she was in her mid-forties, and knew she would never be a parent – unlike all but one of her eight siblings. Forrest McClellan sums up the Murrays’ predicament:


They were a complex and tragic couple. They wanted to have children, but children didn’t come. In cases like that it was assumed that the woman was barren, so my aunt carried this stigma. Your heart breaks when you think of the other members of the family being so fecund. So she held a bitterness against Uncle Murray. He was tormented too. He found fulfilment in material success, but there were layers of deep, sad loss and deprivation.41


Into this situation came Derek with whom, on the previous occasions when they had met, relations had always been warm. Brief exposure was one thing, however; prolonged cohabitation, quite another – especially when the boy’s circumstances had changed so fundamentally. The Murrays were looking forward to having a surrogate son about the place, not to mention a helpful injection of pound notes from the father. What they acquired, in their tiny flat, was ‘a bolshy, obstreperous, strange, solitary, strong-willed thirteen-year-old’,42 wrenched from his adored and preoccupied mother – Sadie’s own sister – and with a satchel full of problems. Or, perhaps, a sack full. For this was the start of a period which he would come to recall as ‘The Anthracite Years’.43


Glasgow in the 1930s hid its welcome rather better than it does today. In his Scottish Journey Edwin Muir wrote:


Scraps of newspaper, cigarette ends, rims of bowler hats, car tickets, orange peel, boot soles, chocolate paper, fish-and-chip paper, sixpences, broken bottles, pawn tickets, and various human excretions: these several things, clean and dirty, liquid and solid, make up a sort of pudding or soup which is an image of the life of an industrial town. To this soup must be added an ubiquitous dry synthetic dust, the siftings of the factories, which is capable under rain of turning into a greasy paste resembling mud, but has no other likeness to the natural mire of a country road … Sometimes this compost is thickened still more by a brown fog permeated by the same manufactured dirt, with a smell which is neither clean nor obnoxious but is simply the generalised smell of factories.44


The train from Bishopbriggs took only a few minutes to reach ‘the compost’ – at Queen Street Station which, to Derek, was ‘an enormous inverted iron colander. Black and sooty, rife with pigeons and the smell of urine.’45 Uncle Murray headed for his office while Derek, ‘like snail’, crept unwillingly up Cathedral Street to Allan Glen’s School: ‘Standing isolated in the centre of a vast asphalted playground, surrounded by high iron spikes, its red sandstone blocks rotting in the filth from the city, it resembled a cross between a lunatic asylum and a cotton mill […] Cold, unloving, unloved. A Technical School for Technical People. What on earth was I doing here?’46


Allan Glen’s was founded in 1853 in memory of a joiner, property owner and philanthropist who left the bulk of his fortune to establish ‘a School for giving a good practical education to, and for preparing for trades or businesses from 40 to 50 boys, sons of tradesmen or persons in the Industrial classes of society’.47 Its motto was Cum Scientia Humanitas (‘With knowledge, culture’). Eight decades on, it counted among its alumni a preponderance of shipbuilders and engineers, but it had also produced physicians, academics, diplomats and architects – most notably, Charles Rennie Mackintosh. When P. A. Grimley, a writer from the Scottish Daily Express, visited the school’s second, recently built home in Montrose Street, he remarked on two stipulations by the founder that were not generally known: Allan Glen had forbidden the teaching of Greek and the giving of religious instruction. Grimley was evidently impressed by the equally practical policy of the headmaster, James Steel, whose belief in the development of individuality and originality ensured, first, that in English classes the boys were encouraged in speech-making to make them more confident and less frightened at the sound of their own voices; second, that every pupil went through a course of training in the workshops ‘which seem to be the favourite classrooms’: ‘Here boys were standing at forges or sitting at tables forming chunks of copper and brass into beautiful ash trays, bowls, candlesticks, and sugar basins … In the section devoted to art-craft, where the greatest advance has been made in recent years in the school, pupils were shaping clay into various designs ranging from insipid inkwells to glossy simpering shepherdesses.’


Grimley finished his tour at the bookbinding and printing section, where ‘originality seems to reach its highest point’. He found the boys producing elaborate illustrated volumes, one of them bound in morocco, and took away with him another entitled Delights as High which carried the printed inscription: ‘This book is dedicated to you in the hope that, when the dark days come, and you feel the emptiness of disenchantment, you will look on the grass in bloom and know that all is well.’48 Perhaps William Murray was genuinely optimistic in commending Allan Glen’s to Ulric and Margaret for their son. The contemporary evidence suggests that life at the school was nothing like as bleak or harsh as he would paint it forty years later.


Among the parents were a blacksmith, fishmonger, watchmaker, shipwright, newsagent, master mariner, upholsterer, plumber, cabinetmaker, fruiterer, retired police officer and a lavatory attendant. None could afford the school fees and their boys were awarded scholarships – as was William Lockie, the twelve-year-old son of a Paisley tailor, who entered Class 1A at the same time as Derek. Dr Lockie, now retired as a much respected general practitioner, recalls him as ‘completely charming’ and relatively well-off: ‘He was always much better dressed than the rest of us. He had several suits, which most of us were impressed by. I remember a light-brown suit, with a handkerchief hanging out of the pocket. He was often in suede shoes, which were unknown at the time.’49 Whereas most of the boys brought their own sandwiches each day and ate them at benches in a wooden shelter where drinks and pies were sold, Derek was one of the handful who every Monday would buy five tickets at 1s 6d for a week’s lunches of soup, a main course and a pudding, served by waitresses in the school restaurant. Even so, he would go to the hut afterwards and join his classmates. Bill soon learned about Derek’s ‘idyllic life in Sussex – and I envied it’. He also heard enough about Lu to make him think she was almost part of his own family. ‘And Lally – I hadn’t met anyone before who had a nanny.’ Impressive, too, were the ‘aristocratic connections in Holland’ and an apparently authentic French accent: ‘He had been to France, which was amazing for a boy of thirteen in those days.’ How curious, then, that ‘when it came to the first term exam, the teacher read out the marks and Derek came near the bottom. That’s when I started to think he might need help.’


There is no question but that life could be uncomfortable for such an obvious outsider with his awkward name, ‘posh’ accent, thin voice and aversion to sport. However, it came as a complete surprise to Bill Lockie when he read many years later that his chum had been upended into a lavatory bowl while the chain was pulled, and had been one of the two principals in a bloody lunchtime brawl that resulted in a bully missing school for three weeks with a bandaged eye. The Derek he knew was retiring and shy – giving the lie to the somewhat pugnacious-looking figure in the back row of a form photograph from that first term – and, like Bill himself, physically unscathed:


He didn’t have an air of authority, but he certainly felt a cut above everybody else. When we talked about things at school, it was almost as though there was an understanding that he didn’t need to be involved. In classes – chemistry, physics, science in general – he gave the impression that he knew all about it and it wasn’t worthy of his attention. This was based on the fact that he knew nothing about it. He didn’t participate in school activities. We had plenty of societies and clubs, but no. For him, as soon as the ordeal was over, he was going back down to Sussex to resume the life he had left.


The non-participation was skilfully managed. On Wednesdays, classes ended early so that the boys could go out to the Allan Glen’s School Club at Bishopbriggs to play rugger. Bill Lockie remembers Derek boarding the tram-car but somehow never arriving: ‘I could not understand why he never went to the Club, which was just around the corner from where he was living. But at the end of games there was a communal bath. That would not have appealed to him at all. He avoided like the plague manly activities.’


He might not have exuded authority, but Derek gave the impression to Bill Lockie – or ‘Tom’, as he would become in Postillion – and to others that his family had means. So when Bill and another boy were asked home by Derek on a reciprocal visit, they were surprised by what they found:


It was a house with a garden, which made it a respectable place, but I expected it to be bigger and to have better furnishings. He had told me of his room, where all his treasures from Sussex would be, but he had very few possessions, and we all had to sit with his aunt and try to make conversation. She was old-fashioned, her hair braided over the top of her head, severe-looking, starchy, with lace collar and dark clothes. She looked ordinary, which I had not expected. The house was cold – there was no family feeling about it. She had no children and I don’t think she knew how to talk to boys. I was amazed, uncomfortable, and couldn’t understand how this boy came from that home. He seemed to be upper-class, and it turned out that he wasn’t. He had delusions of grandeur, which I thought were legitimate, and which turned out not to be. I felt sorry for him.


The Murrays, initially at least, tried hard. William took Derek to Ibrox to watch the football; Sadie chose better with the cinema. There were hazardous excursions, with William at the wheel of his car, to the sensational countryside that was within easy reach. Of Loch Lomond Derek wrote to Lu: ‘It was lovely & I am sure you would have liked it – it is just like the Sea side only it is a great big Lake with lovely wee island in the middle of it – on the Shore there were to Moorhens building a nest – they had 3 wee Chicks.’ Even the two-mile walk on Sunday to Cadder was worthwhile, if not for the activity inside the church, at least for its sinister history; almost hidden in woods, it stands next to the Forth and Clyde Canal, where boats fetched bodies that had been snatched from the graveyard and conveyed them to doctors for dissection. But it would take more than these romances to banish the ‘emptiness of disenchantment’. Towards the end of the first term, Derek wrote home:


My Dear Mummy:-


I am afraid I do not know what to say – as you have not written to me latley, but of course if Lu has not been well I can reason why you’d not write.


Uncle and Auntie took me to St Andrews Hall on Thursday to hear the Orpheus Choir, oh what a hall is yon! and O! what a choir! I know two men in it who are teachers in my School, and who have actually (tried to) teach me. you’d hardly believe it. Eh?


Talking about School – Auntie and I went to a Cinema Show in The New Savoy in Hope Street. it was in aid of the Necessitous Childrens Holiday camp fund. The School always goes and gives 6d. It was quite good. When it was over, we had din, in town!! This afternoon, I am going, as I said last week, to the Munich Marionettes, I am being taken by a Mr McKell. My Chemistry Master, who seem’s to delight in the things that I delight in for instance:- Films, plays, models, and drawing! After which I go to Grannies for the night. We are all well up here, touch Wood! Althoug Auntie has a nasty cold on her lip – and I have had a beast of a boil on my arm – but owing to Aunties careful doctoring it is much better. It hurt like … (a word of 4 letters signifying heat!) I am writing a play for Broadcasting,!!! I’ts called ‘Black Adder’! And though I say it my self – its quite the best I have ever done! And; please take note – for Christmas I want (1). A wrist watch, (2). Fur lined gloves, (3). One of those miniture Michrophones, one can get one in Gamages for 2/11 or 3/-. You connect them to the wireless – talk from the scullery into the mike’ – and you have the fat stock prices at any time you want!! Well dear my very best love to you and all


Love from


Derek. xxx


xxx xxx


xxx xxx


His letters, a mélange of the childish and the sophisticated, were, he maintained, monitored by Uncle Murray to put the best gloss on life at Springfield Square. Nevertheless it is clear that the creative juices were still flowing. The fate of ‘Black Adder’ is not recorded, but Derek excelled in the workshop, where his mark of seventy-nine per cent for the Michaelmas Term was way above the class average. Bill Lockie has to this day one of the many frogs which Derek made in pottery sessions; a miniature bird-table and its two birds were fashioned in wood as a gift for Sadie. Unsigned illustrations appeared in the handsomely printed school magazine, and a single copy survives of an unofficial four-page ‘newspaper’, The 2C Chronicle, produced entirely in pen-and-ink, and published on 28 March 1935, Derek’s fourteenth birthday. Its jokes are feeble: ‘Books Received for Review – The Bus Conductor by Miles Standing’; but the headlines arresting: ‘“LIVE” BOMB SCARE IN 2C – LEITCH BRINGS HAND GRENADE’; ‘Gailey Narrowly Escapes Soaking’; and there is a persuasive ‘Hobbies’ column about the axolotl, a Mexican salamander at the tadpole stage, which is ‘not a pretty creature’ and is tipped to be an also-ran when the Loch Ness Monster eventually emerges to compete in the Deep-Sea Denizens Beauty Competition. For his sister Derek devised a serial fairy tale, impeccably realised in primary colours, and mailed from Bishopbriggs in regular instalments. His letters to Lu were embellished with elaborate drawings of the family’s life in Sussex and with puzzles. Of his desolation she had no clue. Neither, at first, did his uncle and aunt. Nor his parents. Nor ‘Tom’, or anyone else at school. He would one day recall that his first conscious piece of ‘acting’ was as a four- or five-year-old, wrapped in a blue velvet curtain and ‘wearing a hat with a bunch of pheasants’ tails’.50 He had continued performing ever since. Now, however, the act became a survival suit, beneath which the skin had begun to thicken.


Bill Lockie noticed that as time went on Derek gave an impression of being more self-assured and confident, ‘especially in the Art Department where he obviously felt most secure’. He began to wear a pork-pie hat. There was also the suggestion of ‘a special relationship with the staff, a sort of unexpressed confidence that he could be immune from punishment or penalty, should he not conform’. To an extent this is borne out by Derek’s letter to his mother, in which he referred to the Chemistry teacher who was taking him that afternoon to a marionette show and who ‘seems to delight in the things that I delight in’. Robert McKell was one of a group of young men, recently recruited to the teaching staff by Dr Steel, who were ‘sometimes barely to be distinguished from the senior boys’.51 He was a prime mover in the new Dramatic Club and, evidently, the butt of his pupils’ humour. The school magazine reprinted an item from The 2C Chronicle headlined ‘Our Tame Bobbie’, which stated that ‘Mr McRobert McKell our “fairy polisman”, gave a brilliant display of “polising” in a film on view at the New Savoy last Friday, entitled “The Goal”. In the film he arrived when a fitba’ match was in progress and as he was in full plumage the game was abandoned in order that the players might evade the limb of the Law. How nice to know that you can/Act like a bobby too/If we could walk like you can/We’d all be bobbies too.’ Bill Lockie was not taught by McKell, but remembers him as ‘a thick-set, fair-haired, authoritative man’ – imposing, too, to judge by a 1932 staff photograph in which he is by some margin the tallest of the ten in his row. If, as the letter implies, there were extra-mural outings with McKell, and Derek had ‘found a friend at Court’, this would, says Dr Lockie, have been ‘sensational stuff if it had been known at the time!’


Derek’s life outside school began increasingly to be dominated by the cinema. The school was conveniently close to the city centre, and by his own account he would play truant, slinking twice a week into afternoon showings and wallowing in ‘the glamour, the glory, the guns and the chases’. Life was ‘never to be dull and drab again’. Not that he saw his destiny unfold at the end of a twitching beam of light. No, he was there as ‘the Original Audience for which these films were made. The refugee from worry, humdrum life, anxiety or despair.’52 The Paramount, which opened on Renfield Street in 1934, had swiftly established an unwanted reputation as the kind of place where young women should not venture alone, in case they fell victim to white slavery. Young men had to be on their guard, too. According to Postillion, it was here, at a matinée of The Mummy, that Derek was befriended by one ‘Alec Dodd’. They arranged to meet later in the week to see the film again before its run ended and, after tea, Mr Dodd, a medical student, took Derek back to his flat nearby, and, cheerfully inspired by what they had seen on screen, swathed him from crown to toe in bandages: ‘I was wound tightly into a cocoon as a spider rolls a grasshopper.’53 Manoeuvred by his captor into an upright position in front of the wardrobe mirror, Derek saw that ‘Boris Karloff wasn’t half as convincing’. The only blemishes in his envelopment were the tiny slits that had been left for each eye, the small hole for his nostrils and, horror of horrors, ‘pathetically thrusting through the swaddling rags, my genitals, naked and as pink and vulnerable as a sugar mouse’. Swung, rigid, onto the bed, he resorted to prayer as Mr Dodd, wielding a pair of scissors, made reassuring noises about the joys of masturbation: ‘The anxious, firm, slippery fingers caressing and annointing me splintered my whole being into a billion jagged fragments. I was only aware that if they didn’t stop something terrible and horrifying would happen. Which it did. And I knew.’


Even if ‘it’ did not happen in such an extravagantly shocking way – and spare a thought for a blameless namesake, the Van den Bogaerdes’ GP in Sussex, Dr Dodd – there can be little doubt that at some point during the ‘Anthracite Years’ Derek discovered the truth about his sexuality. Bill Lockie believes that Derek arrived at Allan Glen’s the product of weak parents – Lally’s was the firm hand – who had brought him up ‘more or less as a girl’ and on whom he could not now fully depend: ‘He thought as a girl, and this added to his charm. He was colourful.’ His visits to the cinema were part of the process of finding out about himself, ‘to experience a frisson of excitement’. The ‘mummification’, the ducking in the lavatory – both redolent of passivity – and the victory over the bully are all in keeping with an attempt to explain the changes he was going through, and the adjustments he had to make in order to come to terms with his sexual development, which, inevitably, had to be repressed. He was discovering his ambivalence and, as he did so, learning that he had something to conceal.


Although he would deny that a wartime nickname, ‘Pip’, had anything to do with the narrator of Great Expectations, it is possible to see parallels in the way that Derek overrode his disadvantages, and later recounted his life. Take, for example, his spelling. ‘I struggled through the alphabet as if it had been a bramble-bush,’ said Dickens’s hero. Derek knew all about those brambles, and eventually gave up the struggle, leaving them for others to negotiate. With the benefit of today’s knowledge and his own experience, Dr Lockie suspects that he was slightly dyslexic – a trait that runs in the family – and possibly even autistic: ‘Autistic children are self-centred and have difficulty with relationships. An inability to fit in. They are also amazing for the amount of detail that they can absorb. Derek’s descriptions, all those years later, of the school, the canteen, how the tables were arranged, and so on, were uncanny. They were examples of that kind of observation, that kind of mental thinking.’ In the thirties, however, none of this wisdom was available. Dr Steel knew only that the boy was lagging behind: his June 1935 report showed him twenty-fourth out of thirty-two in a lower class than the one to which he should have progressed, with dismal marks in French and, even more surprisingly, in technical drawing. But no one truly knew why. Least of all his Scottish family.


Derek endured the best part of two years in Bishopbriggs, at the height of a period which was to be immortalised by two local historians as its ‘Golden Years’.54 Initially, the Murrays gave him their bedroom with its impoverished view down the garden. Then they relegated him to a put-you-up in the drawing-room. The austere regime – Uncle Murray would on returning home touch the wireless to discover whether it was warm from illicit listening – was in excruciating contrast to the openness, tactility and laughter of home. No filial embrace last thing at night; a stifling of enjoyment at the piano; no unselfconscious wandering about in the nude. On the contrary, there is a strong suggestion in Postillion that William took an unhealthy interest in Derek’s Friday night ‘ablutions’, but this – and its logical extension, that the uncle subjected him to some kind of abuse – is dismissed as ‘nonsense’ by Forrest McClellan, who later found himself, too, living with the Murrays and treated to a far greater degree as a substitute son: ‘Never, ever, was I conscious, even once, of paedophilia or anything sexual.’


Life among the wider Niven family was not all grim. Forrest Niven had died in 1932 and his widow Jane now presided as matriarch over large Sunday gatherings at her third-floor tenement in Ibrox. Even without Margaret, there were four aunts, four uncles – three of whom were unmarried and had not yet left home – and an assortment of cousins from whom the cast could be drawn: ‘My uncles were, without exception, handsome, dark and jolly. My aunts pleasant and kind and knitted. The cousins quiet and gently smiling.’55 None of the cousins smiled more, or was more glamorous, than Jean, whose mother, the senior aunt, Jane, had died in her mid-thirties; the teenaged Jean, her father and two brothers had moved in with Granny Niven. None of the uncles was more flamboyant than the youngest, Jimmy, then an engineering salesman in his early thirties, homosexual, alcoholic, and something of a wide-boy. And none of the aunts was more pleasant and kind than the third eldest, Hester McClellan, who supplied a lifeline by putting up Derek for his last year at Allan Glen’s.


Whether this initiative resulted from a plea by the Murrays, or by Ulric and Margaret, is not known, but it was a fillip for the troubled boy. John and Hester McClellan were toiling on a government clerk’s salary to give a decent start in life to their teenaged daughter, Nickie, and their son, Forrest, who was then about four. The family lived in a recently built ‘four-to-a-block house’, but in King’s Park, a respectable area of the city much favoured by young parents. To Derek’s delight, the first-floor flat was unusually furnished, with wicker firescreens and other trophies from Africa, where Nickie had been born. There were cinemas within walking distance, and an ice-rink a bus ride away, on which Derek could flail about, supported by the highly competent Jean. She and Nickie would be recruited into Derek’s improvised plays. ‘I genuinely liked him,’ recalls Jean Gulliver. ‘He was fun. He had a nice sense of humour. He was good company. I used to enjoy it when he came through the door. He was always smartly turned out, arrogant, a bit of a snob.’56 And although she always felt that ‘he wanted in a way to wash his hands of us lot up in Scotland’, and yearned to return to the place where he was most happy, she had no idea of the depth of his misery. He used to declare his love for her, but she never took him seriously: ‘That was just part of his everyday speech.’ One day, however, he wrote home that he intended to marry his cousin Jean. ‘Ulric’, she said, ‘took one look at the letter and carted him off back to England!’ It was, quite likely, the final straw. A brisk note from Dr Steel on 22 December 1937 thanked Ulric for letting him know that Derek was leaving the school and wished the boy ‘the best of luck’. There was an emotional farewell at the Central Station as ‘Aunt Hester, tall, worried, continually harassed, loving, gentle as a dove, merely held me just that little bit longer in her arms’, before hurrying away into the crowd. ‘I settled back into my compartment, lit a Black Cat, and felt the train rumble over the Broomielaw Bridge. Looking out of the scummy window I watched the cranes and tugs and hulks of ships lining the sullen waters of the Clyde. I hoped never ever to see it again. And I never have.’57


In October 1955 he held court in his dressing-room at the King’s Theatre, where eighteen years earlier he had proudly escorted Bill Lockie and a few others to meet a friend of Margaret’s, Yvonne Arnaud, then starring in Laughter in Court. He was interviewed by two boys who wrote and edited an unofficial newssheet called The Glenallan. Harry Marsh and Gordon Hunter asked what he recalled of his time at the school. After a long pause, he said: ‘Well, I remember there were very good pies sold in the canteen.’58


fn1 Author’s note: Derek’s eccentric spelling and punctuation have been preserved throughout this book wherever quotations are used from his own writings.





Three



‘Christ Almighty! Now I know there’s a war on:
they’ve started to ration the Talent!’


Bill Lockie would never meet Derek again; a letter proposing a reunion drink during that same week at the King’s in 1955 went unanswered. They had, however, kept briefly in touch. Derek sent him a sheet of striking caricatures in pencil, depicting Laurel and Hardy, Garbo and Mickey Rooney – a reminder to Bill more of how ‘inspirational’ his companion could be in their art classes than of a budding cinephile. Another lasting memento of their friendship is the good doctor’s ability to raise a single, quizzical eyebrow – a technique taught him by Derek, who would himself deploy it to great profit. But no, the door marked ‘Glasgow’ had closed; in fact it had been slammed shut. Derek was seldom to cross the border again, and certainly not purely for pleasure. The paradox is that Ulric’s initiative had in one sense been a disaster, with dismal school results and irreparable damage within the family, although the latter was largely concealed at the time; yet in another, it had been almost too successful – that is, if one of his intentions had been to toughen up the boy. As Derek would recall:


They were, I know, the three most important years of my life, the horseshoe-on-the anvil ones. I could not have done without them. In that time I was forced to reconsider who and what I was. I had never, to be sure, given it much thought: only that I was a pleasant enough fellow, happy, obliging and fond of everyone, or nearly everyone, I met. Causing no trouble that I knew of, and wishing none. It was a simple pattern.


But in the bosom of my real kith and kin I began to realize that to survive I must alter the pattern of behaviour drastically. Being happy and obliging and fond of everyone was a sign of weakness. It was, in fact, considered ‘cissie’ to behave like that. A boy had to be strong, play games, speak when spoken to, and never idle around with poetry or books, keep frogs and tadpoles, or play the piano. Having a personal opinion was considered impolite, and to ask questions would only make one ‘impertinent’ or imply disrespect for one’s elders.


So I began to construct a private world of my own.1


The ‘sheer, unadulterated loneliness and misery’2 could be turned to advantage. Solitude, he decided, became desirable, and he sought it:


I started to isolate myself from people, and to build a strong protecting shell against loneliness and despair, both of which could have been my constant companions had I been weak enough to allow them to come too close. I sometimes felt, cheerfully, that I was rather like a hermit crab. Tight in his borrowed shell, like the ones I had scrabbled about for in rock-pools at Cuckmere Haven in the happier days, I was safe from predators; and by predators I meant everyone I met.3


He also began to follow the urging of his father, and of his paternal grandfather, that he should always pay the closest attention to his surroundings. ‘Observe. Notice. Above all, look at life,’ Ulric had told him and Lu.4 Aimé, apparently, had put it more forcibly still: ‘You must be Observant, boy. Always Observe. If you do not understand what you see, ask someone to tell you what it is … if they don’t know, you must take books and find out. Always seek, always question, always be Interested, otherwise you will perish.’5 The alien life he saw in Scotland had sharpened Derek’s perception: ‘I, who had heeded little around me before, was now suddenly obsessed with storing up sights and sounds, and people too, for that matter.’6
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