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			Foreword

			I am glad to be able to add my blessing to Peter’s little book about John Betjeman, a man who was both a friend and an inspiration to me, for I know that Peter has a balanced view of him – love and admiration on the one hand, balanced criticism on the other. We have shared many pleasant occasions visiting the places he knew and enjoying reading and hearing his immortal works. This book sums it all up very warmly and wisely.

			The Lady Wilson of Rievaulx
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			*Mary Wilson

		

	


	
		
			Introduction

			The life of John Betjeman fits very neatly into the twentieth century. He was born in 1906 in the Edwardian age, a time often regarded – though possibly mistakenly – as a golden one and died 78 years later when Mrs Thatcher was in charge of things. At the time of his death this supreme English poet was one of the most popular ones of any age, respected and even loved by his peers, by his readers and by thousands of people for whom poetry was of no importance whatsoever. He had received numerous honours, was Poet Laureate and would soon be commemorated in the Poet’s Corner of Westminster Abbey. He died a poet, something he had always wanted to be from his years as a boy on Highgate’s West Hill when he also developed the strain of melancholy that haunted him all his life. Fortunately, Sir John earned and enjoyed a vast bonus of laughter and was blessed with many wonderful and valued friends.

			Peter Gammond has written an excellent and much-needed account of the life and work of a most remarkable man. This is not an official biography – Bevis Hillier has already produced that – but it is a useful compact book enabling readers to understand something about Sir John and all he stands for.

			Peter is eminently qualified for the job. A one-time chairman of The Betjeman Society he has played a vital part since its formation in 1988, ensuring that it met its aim of promoting the study and appreciation of Sir John. His editorship of The Betjemanian, the annual journal, has certainly helped to do that.
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			*The author and John Heald on a Betjeman-fishing trip to the pier at Southend which the poet helped to save. Photo: Ann Heald.

			Long before the Society was even thought of, however, Peter Gammond was fascinated by the poet. He had occasionally met him in Oxford, London and Cornwall, all significant places on the Betjeman map. He discovered that, for a while, he lived only a few doors away from Betjeman’s childhood home in Highgate. He became a serious collector of his work – and of the hundreds of books and articles written about, or featuring, him. Most important of all, he reads and re-reads those works. Many people say they love poetry but they don’t read it. I can assure you that that is not the case with Peter. I have seen his well-thumbed copies of the Collected Poems.

			This book describes an extraordinary career and, chapter by chapter, details a full and sometimes surprising life. We meet Betjeman the film critic, the hugely productive book reviewer, the tireless champion of England and fighter for the preservation of the best of our architectural heritage and, of course, the man who became what is now called a celebrity – famous for being John Betjeman. We meet him always as a poet and see that poetry is present in all that he did.

			The subject of this book taught us to look at what is around us. Without his influence there would be a gap in our lives. This is a story well worth telling.

			John Heald

			Vice-Chairman of The Betjeman Society

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1: The Laureate

			The most approachable and, for many, the most enjoyable of 20th century poets, is generally referred to in the reference books as ‘Sir John Betjeman, CBE, Poet Laureate’ which is all very gracious and grand but it does conjure up a rather formal picture of a person whose character was essentially informal, endearing and unworldly. 

			Betjeman, always a respecter of tradition, was very pleased to have the honours, as most people would be, even if he was rather embarrassed by them – for he was, on the whole, a modest man – and often felt burdened by the dignity and responsibility that it thrust upon him. The knighthood (a fairly rare accolade for a poet), which he received in 1969, was well-deserved and happily accepted. The Poet Laureateship, however, was another matter and, while he was delighted to hold the post, it was always a bit of a millstone, particularly when it came to having to write the sort of things that Poets Laureate are expected to write. The joyfully satirical quality of a typical Betjeman poem:

			‘Think of what our Nation stands for, 

			Books from Boots’ and country lanes,

			Free speech, free passes, class distinctions,

			Democracy and proper drains.’

			This is what the multitude of Betjeman admirers find very much to their taste, but it is not exactly in the official vein that some people might expect from a laureate.

			At the time of his appointment it was generally agreed that JB was the best candidate for the office, but when it came to the crunch he was no better at writing official poems than most laureates had been before him or since. At one stage, during his tenure, he was told by Parliament and the press that if he couldn’t do better he really ought to step down. But it was only the press who were really worried, for, in fact, the public always found him a true laureate of the people and continued to enjoy what he produced, while, to be fair to his employers, there was never any great pressure put upon him (or on previous holders of the position) to produce official odes and celebrations on demand.
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			*The newly appointed Laureate expresses his gratitude.

			The real honour that is offered is simply that of being in the same distinguished company as John Dryden, William Wordsworth, Robert Southey, Lord Alfred Tennyson (especially him), Robert Bridges and John Masefield. Although it is slightly tarnished by the fact that some of the other holders of the office included Thomas Shadwell, Nahum Tate, Nicholas Rowe, Laurence Eusden, Colley Cibber, William Whitehead, Thomas Warton, Henry Pye and Alfred Austin (especially him) – none of whom actually set the literary world alight.

			When John Masefield died in 1967, Betjeman was considered by many to be an obvious successor but the honour went to the more austerely academic Cecil Day Lewis (even though he had once been a member of the Communist Party) and Betjeman had to wait for Day Lewis’s death in 1972 before he succeeded to the title amid wide acclaim:

			‘Lucky old England’s poet’ wrote Philip Larkin in The Sunday Times.

			‘Almost uniquely qualified’ said John Hollander in The New York Times.

			‘Most popular choice as Poet Laureate’ said The Daily Telegraph.

			‘A new Poet Laureate – with magic’ – Keith Brace in Birmingham Post.

			And Osbert Lancaster summoned up the situation very nicely in a Daily Express pocket cartoon featuring two beefy sporting girls with the caption ‘I say, Daphne, isn’t it super about the new Laureate?!’ Betjeman was then 66.
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			*An apt ‘pocket’ cartoon by his old friend Osbert Lancaster, Daily Express, 11 October 1972.

			In 1984, when he died at the age of 77, The Times, in its usual anonymous and pontifical way, summed up his achievement. ‘Few could be so rightly endowed for the role of Poet Laureate in the present age, even though his explicitly laureate verse was undeniably weak. He was a living repudiation of the idea that poetry must necessarily be arcane or saturnine, and though he had no more success than any other poet since the Divine Right of Kings fell into disfavour in celebrating royal weddings and nativities without bathos, he did celebrate, with the most lively specificity, a Britain that his readers could recognise and love, while applying a compassionate lash to some of its private and public faults. If the laureateship is to be something more than a gong for the eminent elderly bard, as it should be, and something like a role of National Poet, his approach is the one that a successor is most likely to find rewarding.’ 

			[image: ET001040.tif]

			*Happy laureate in an portrait to ‘Royal rhymester’ by Auberon Waugh in New York Times Magazine, 6 January 1974. Photo: John Garrett.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2: The Man

			He was born on 28 August 1906, on the gentle slopes that lie between Kentish Town and the foot of the steeper Highgate West Hill, at 52 Parliament Hill Mansions; a red-tiled middle class block of buildings that hardly had the chance to contribute to his childhood imagination. The Betjemann family, third generation purveyors of high class household fittings, and then at a peak of affluence, left Parliament Hill Mansions when John was only three. They moved some way up the hill (as people improving themselves so often like to do) beyond St. Anne’s Church (where he had been baptised in 1906) to 31 Highgate West Hill – a modest but stylish terrace house built when all of that area still looked out onto the green orchards that became the Burdett-Coutts estate in the 1930s. Betjeman developed a deep affection for this childhood home where he spent his crucial developing years up to 1917. ‘Deeply I loved thee 31 West Hill’ he wrote in his autobiographical poem Summoned by Bells in 1960. 
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			*The poet revisits his childhood home at 31 Highgate West Hill.

			When the family moved to Chelsea while he was away at school in Oxford he was greatly upset. It added to his growing alienation from his family – particularly his father Ernest Betjemann, a golfing, shooting and fishing sort of chap, probably a much kinder and more sensitive man than the poet sometimes portrayed him, who ran the family business in the Pentonville Road. The double ‘nn’ at the end of their name (which JB himself used on and off until his Oxford University days) was a clear indication of German origins and, indeed, much recent research has fairly firmly placed the family background in the Bremen area from whence one George Betjemann had emigrated to London around 1797. The family firm, specialising in upper middle class furnishings for affluent homes, selling to such outlets as Aspreys of Bond Street, had prospered partly through the invention and exploitation of the ‘tantalus’ – a device which safely locked up the sherry and spirits decanters out of reach of thirsty servants. Philip Asprey, the head of his family firm became a close friend of Ernest, played golf with him in Cornwall and went shooting with him in Norfolk where Betjemann Senior leased 800 acres of pheasant shooting land.
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			*The font where he was christened at St. Anne’s Church, Highgate on 25 November 1906.

			Betjeman’s mother Mabel Bessie Davis was of pure British stock from a family well-rooted in and around Spalding in Lincolnshire and she, prompted by the strongly anti-German feelings that flourished in the years leading up to and during the First World War, tried to persuade John, and herself, that the Betjemann family was really of Dutch origin. It was Mrs Bouman, who lived next door at West Hill and whose children (including Bobby – who became the subject of the poem ‘Narcissus’) were his closest friends until they moved away in 1910, who was named by Betjeman in Summoned by Bells as the person who subverted him with the idea that they really were of German descent – though she later denied this. 
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			*The fortunes of the Betjeman business were partly founded on the success of their patented ‘tantalus’.

			Meanwhile, however much John enjoyed its ambience and surroundings (and who could not enjoy Highgate West Hill on a sunny summer Sunday morning with the bells ringing and the birds singing, the squirrels a-leaping, and the band droning distantly from beside Highgate Ponds), it was a pity that No. 31 was not entirely a happy home for his father and mother quarrelled incessantly and John was often at odds with his father who always expected him to think of joining the family business, and would drag him unwillingly away on the firm’s outings to Norfolk and make him join in the shooting (at which he was completely hopeless). 
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			*52 Parliament Hill Mansions where the poet was born in 1906.

			From this middle class family and upper crust surroundings he inherited his slightly ‘posh’ accent and the tendency to use such pronunciations as ‘gel’ and ‘goff’, at the same time probably inheriting some of his intimate knowledge of the commercial brands of the time, with which he tellingly illuminated his poems, from a succession of servants, among whom he especially adored his nanny, Hannah Walker. He often read his poems to her and regularly visited her in her retirement in Tottenham to read his latest work for her approval. There was also a calvinistic nursemaid called Maud who was rarely nice to him and occasionally spanked him – with what dire results we can only speculate upon. ‘Lying in bed of a late summer evening,’ he wrote in 1951, ‘I remember the bells ringing out from St. Anne’s, Highgate Rise – the church where I was christened; they poured their sound, deep and sorrowful, over the Burdett-Coutts estate, through the hornbeam leaves I could see from the bed. And Maud, the nurse, was looking out of the open window. Crossed in love, I suppose, and, for once, fairly gentle with me. I remember asking her if I would go to heaven. ‘You will, but I won’t,’ she said. And I remember recognising even then that she spoke from her heart about herself. I did not recognise this at the time, and I suppose I could not have done, as any sign of grace in Maud. Nor did I really believe that I would go to heaven, and still less do I think so now.’
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			*The celebrated poet T.S.Eliot (1888-1965) was teacher, admirer, occasional publisher and friend of Betjeman.

			In the endless term times the small, sad and introverted boy trudged daily up West Hill, weighed down by his double ‘nn’ and the nasty little bullies who would prance around him shouting ‘Betjemann’s a German spy’ as he made his way to Byron House, his first school in Hampstead Lane (now gone), and later to Highgate Junior School where his eventual friend Mr. T. S. Eliot (to whom he showed his poems without receiving any obvious encouragement) was then the English master. This portentous crossing of paths is now commemorated by a blue plaque beside the door through which he entered daily. Or else he was on his way to one of the endless parties in one of the big Highgate houses where, on an occasion he never forgot, one tactless lady was heard to say that she thought him ‘a rather common little boy’. Or daily where he caught every possible glimpse of his heart’s desire – a tall, bouncy, blue-eyed, golden-haired girl called Peggy Purey-Cust who lived at No. 82 and gave him no encouragement at all. He later sighed sadly that all his later loves had something of Peggy Purey-Cust about them.
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			*Betjeman with seaside holiday friends c.1914-1916. Photo: Courtesy of David Engleheart.

			Highgate was redolent of the names of poets from Coleridge to Houseman who had lived and written there and, knowingly or not, Betjeman always felt certain that, whatever his father and Mr. T. S. Eliot thought, he was going to be a poet. He would wander into Parliament Hill Fields and look out over the London, less cramped and crowded then, which he described and mourned for in so many of his poems. He liked to think that the passing citizens would be saying to themselves ‘oh, look, there’s a poet!’ At least Parliament Hill Fields was ‘country’ of a sort with fields and trees and distant aspects and, although Betjeman was undeniably a Londoner and lived most of his working days there, he was for ever longing for the country – loving Norfolk in spite of his father, loving the White Horse country where his early married homes were, and, acquiring a deep love for Cornwall where the family went for their regular summer holidays in Trebetherick, down the River Camel on the other side of the estuary from Padstow. 
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			*Little Innocents (1932) was a collection of childhood memories. Betjeman wrote about his Marlborough school days.

			A large part of his work was inspired by the colour and character of the places he loved or lived in. He would get to know, with un-boyish diligence, the living details and the long history of such places so that his writings were steeped in the true colours, sounds and scents which he would then accentuate by comparison with the people who disported themselves there – the snobby little children on the beach at Daymer Bay, the horsey folk of Lambourne, the City business girls, the hoardings and adverts that clashed with historic backgrounds, the crazy rush of modern life, and the quiet comfort of churches which he enjoyed, as he once said in a TV interview simply because they were there, ‘always the same’ whatever was happening in the world outside.
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			*Surveying his old domain from Parliament Hill Fields where he sat as a boy hoping passers-by would say ‘Look, there’s a poet!’.

			In a clearly predestined, but then unpremeditated, sequence of events, we now find Sir John Betjeman, CBE, Poet Laureate, at rest in an untidy plot in the compact graveyard of one of the smallest and remotest churches in the country: the church of St. Enodoc in the parish of St. Minver in North Cornwall. A simple rounded headstone made from local Delabole slate, is inscribed in the fanciful style of lithography that he showed a liking for in Mount Zion and other early books. After 20 years the grave still has an untended look, lonely in a dusty patch of earth with usually, at most, a jam jar with a few local flowers wilting in it. The once surrounding grass has long given up the struggle against the sturdy footwear of the devoted and the curious who come to gaze on this modest monument. ‘You must see this place,’ a passing lady tripper was heard one day to say to her friend, ‘This is where Sir Betjeman Britten is buried.’ Beyond the tamarisk hedge and the storm-worn lychgate lies the sand dune bunkered and deviously routed golf course of St. Enodoc where JB regularly failed, as many do, to get within spitting distance of par, and which inspired him to write one of the best ever, most quoted golf poems ‘Seaside Golf’. The 10th green is but a wayward ball’s bounce away from his grave, and the sea that he gazed on and swam in as a child is but a couple or so good drives beyond looming Bray Hill. 
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			*One of the first churches he found and admired in Cornwall - St Protus & St. Hyacinth in Blisland on the fringes of Bodim Moor.

			His eventual seaside retreat ‘Treen’ is in the lane coming down from Trebetherick to Daymer Bay adjacent to the family home ‘Underwood’ that his father built. The cliff tops between Daymer and Polzeath, known as Greenaway, have been spoilt to some extent by the extensive building of too many and too conspicuous seaside homes, and it was so even in his boyhood days; much of the despoiling, to his chagrin, actually promoted by his own family. 
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			*The restored station at Wadebridge, North Cornwall became The Betjeman Centre, a day centre which includes a Betjeman museum. Photo: Rae Bishop.

			The view of the Camel Estuary and the Atlantic beyond is accessible to the motoring public by way of a large car park which is now a tyre-worn desert with a seedy oasis of a fish and chip, soup in the basket sort of eatery that attracts middle and lower class alike. It is a sad but incontrovertible fact that if you write enticingly about places as Betjeman did then you can only blame yourself if people want to come and see them. And the Cornish authorities do not seem to be greatly concerned with the look of the place as long as the spenders come.
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			*The attractive harbour of Port Isaac, a favourite Cornish haunt of Betjeman’s.

			His first visits to Cornwall were at an age too young for clear remembrance. In the early years they would stay at a boarding-house called ‘The Haven’. In 1932 his father built himself the very substantial and stylish holiday home ‘Undertown’ in a track just off the road to Daymer Bay. When John eventually inherited the house he was able to spend his share of the sales on the small and more modest home almost opposite in the same side lane. Throughout his life he came here whenever he could possibly get away from London and his incessant labours. He spent his last months at ‘Treen’ and was buried, as he always wished to be, at St. Enodoc.
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			*The poet returns to The Dragon School, Oxford as a distinguished old boy. Photo: Newsquest (Oxfordshire).

			As a boy he did what most children do on holiday: relishing the sand and sea, joining picnic parties and games with other children, but, especially, as he grew older, preferring to cycle off on his own to the small surrounding villages and their churches – such as the magically interiored church of St. Protus and St. Hyacinth in Blisland on the edge of Bodmin Moor which he described as ‘the first really beautiful work of man that my boyhood remembers’ and, as he wrote later in First and Last Loves (1952) is ‘a living church whose beauty makes you gasp.’ It had been lavishly restored by Sir Ninian Comper (one of the architectural names that Betjeman made familiar to the public) with a glitter of gold that lightens the dark interior in an unexpectedly theatrical manner. As he wrote, in a more generalised way, on church restoration:

			‘Of marble brown and veinéd

			He did the pulpit make;

			He ordered windows stainéd

			Light red and crimson lake.

			Sing on, with hymns uproarious,

			Ye humble and aloof,

			Look up! and oh how glorious

			He has restored the roof!’
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			*The holiday home ‘Undertown’ which the poet’s father built in the 1930’s.

			He discovered more Comper in the church of Little Petherick up the other side of the Camel estuary from Wadebridge. He discovered the large, curiously isolated, clean and simple stones of St. Endellion on the road to Delabole and Port Isaac, its small decorative spires making it look like ‘a hare crouching in the grass.’ And the macabre church of Morwenstowe on the borders of Devon with its vicarage chimneys like miniature churches, the gothic fancies of its famous vicar, Robert Stephen Hawker whose measured verses inspired him. And always the tiny church of St. Enodoc, dug out of the sand dunes in 1863 where it had been half-buried for many years; where the family went willingly to its services. There his mother is buried and a plaque for his father was later erected. The church is finely commemorated in the poem ‘Sunday Afternoon Service in St.Enodoc, Cornwall’. And he found a friendly guide to his burgeoning hobby of churches and his youthful literary ambitions in the bearded rector of St. Ervan on the other side of the estuary beyond Padstow. He introduced John to a strange book called The Secret Glory by Arthur Machen, a book that affected him more than any other he read in his boyhood days with its affinity of thought and imagery.
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			*The family left Highgate and moved to 53 Church Street, Chelsea in 1917.

			But it was not all churches. There was the wide sweep of the Camel estuary with its notorious Doom Bar where they would look each year to see if yet another unfortunate vessel had been wrecked, and the exciting trip over to Padstow on the ferry from Rock, particularly exciting (but mercifully brief) when the large waves rolling in from the Atlantic caught the boat side-on. Padstow itself, now continually crowded with visitors and ruled over by Rick Stein, was then the epitome of a quiet Cornish fishing village – ‘St. Ives without the artists,’ On their side of the estuary lay Port Isaac, which you come upon suddenly, clinging to the cliff sides where no place seems likely to be before you rounded the corner, and nearby Port Gaverne with its friendly pub; the walks around Greenaway to the surfer-festooned beach at Polzeath with Pentire Head thrusting out into the Atlantic. All this lay then at the end of a romantic steam train journey into Wadebridge where one would then alight at the station before the line from Bodmin was closed. He used to think this was one of the most thrilling train rides in England. The station is now ‘The Betjeman Centre’ an old people’s day centre, the inspiration of Betjeman’s local doctor, Gordon Kinsman-Barker, with an evocative room set aside as a small Betjeman museum. 
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			*Betjeman at Sloane Square, the setting-off place for many boyhood excursions.

			The feelings of a boy like Betjeman returning to the city after a holiday in Cornwall are movingly caught in ‘Harrow-on-the-Hill’ – the feelings of so many who live in less enchanting places and wonder why they put their roots down in Staines or Slough – or even Chelsea – when they could have lived in Port Isaac.

			‘When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life’ said Samuel Johnson. Betjeman, who clearly loved Cornwall most of all, always kept a fascination for London, writing warmly and pleasantly about its places and people, and he particularly appreciated the City where he documented the amazing number of churches and its strange lonely quietness at a weekend when the business world has departed to West Wittering and Chichester Harbour. Constant memories of the sea-fresh shores of Cornwall allowed him to exist in the petrol fumes and noise of the city. The ever present longing for fields and fresh air, so frequently evoked in the Cornish poems, is felt in many of his London writings. ‘A slight sense of country comes as soon as you get off the Victoria Line at Seven Sisters,’ was how he started his Telegraph Weekend piece about Tottenham in 1973 – ‘roads are broader, skies are wider, trees may be seen in back gardens’. Walthamstow, now a grey place, was different in the days when William Morris lived there with ‘scattered red roof tiles and big hayricks’. Any place could be excused if there was a smell of may trees around. He often persuades us that London is simply a collection of villages within easy crow-flying distance of Westminster and the City of London. He persuaded us on many occasions that the now non-existent Middlesex was a rural Elysium. 
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			*An artistic acquaintance as Marlborough was Anthony Blunt (1907-1983), later a controversial public figure.

			The time came, as it did and still does for so many middle- and upper-class British children, especially boys, to be sent away to school. Whether this custom is perpetuated because it is good for the children or good for the parents has never been made clear. To those who always expected to spend their childhood at home, with school just a daily outing, it seems an unbelievably callous and cruel way to treat one’s vulnerable offspring. On the other hand, there are many who believe that it is the best way to develop the future leaders of men. Betjeman’s first taste of being a boarder came in May 1917 when he was sent to the Dragon School in North Oxford. But that was comparatively all right as he was among friends. The Betjemans had come to know the Lynams on holidays in Cornwall for ‘Hum’ Lynam who was the senior master at the school and soon to succeed his greatly loved father, ‘Skip’ Lynam, as headmaster, also had a cottage at Trebetherick. He became a sort of ‘uncle’ figure and his children Joc and Audrey were John’s close friends, and it was he who suggested that John became a pupil at the school most frequently referred to as ‘Lynam’s’. 
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			*Marlborough College where Betjeman experienced some unhappy times between Dragon School days and Oxford University.

			The Dragon School was a compassionate organisation for schools of that time (a haven by comparison with the badly run Junior School at Highgate) and most of its pupils, later girls as well as boys, seem to remember it with fond affection. Betjeman described it ‘as one of the happiest places in the world, and it made all subsequent education seem repulsive.’ John enjoyed his days there. He was never very fond of or good at organised games, but found plenty of other outlets to occupy his few leisure moments, drawing and writing, and especially bicycle excursions into the Oxfordshire countryside under the guidance of ‘Tortoise’ Haynes, a master with a passion for photography and Norman churches; a love that was clearly passed on to a willing pupil. In 1952 JB dedicated his collection of essays First and Last Loves to Haynes ‘who first opened my eyes to architecture.’ The school laid a great emphasis on poetry and the memorising of it. It was a perfect training for a future poet and John won a school prize for recitation. His great friend at the Dragon School was Ronald Wright, the son of a barrister, who shared his enthusiasm for churches and their religious lore, and became a Roman Catholic at the age of twelve. It was while John was away at the Dragon School that his parents decided to move to 53 Church Street in Chelsea, much to his annoyance and genuine loss. There was nothing there to replace the adjacent pleasures of Hampstead Heath and his beloved 31 Highgate West Hill and the new house seemed charmless and cramped. The only compensation was that Ronald Wright lived in Chelsea too, and during the holidays the two boys would explore London, mainly by the Underground from Sloane Square, which they came to know intimately, travelling out as far as Metroland. Other times John would go on his own to seek out the bookshops and began to form his fine collection of books on architecture and churches (now housed in the Library of Exeter University). His father actually encouraged this hobby and urged him to buy well. In a copy of The Churches of London by George Godwin he wrote, ‘To my dear boy in the hope that his appreciation of all that is beautiful will never fade.’ Another friend at the school was Hugh Gaitskell, just five months older; a friendship which was to later continue at Oxford University.
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