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7
            FOREWORD

         

         For those of us old enough to have seen a bit of the 1960s it was a fun and liberal time: a time of optimistic deregulation and one in which heroes emerged alongside the popular culture that inspired them. You were for the Beatles or the Stones, or both; James Bond, of course; the Cambridge Footlights; Jean Shrimpton, Twiggy and the miniskirts; Muhammad Ali; Bobby Moore and George Best; Ted Dexter and John Snow. Well, I was. It was a wonderful time to arrive on the planet and begin the circle of life.

         Much of this movement was about rebellion, revolution even, in response to the age of austerity. After the long and mainly drab post-war years, the young simply broke free and changed pretty much anything they could get their hands on. Music and fashion led the way, leaving sport’s establishment to stutter in their wake. Only a few precious players could transcend the inertia, using both their talent and expression to delight the crowds and influence the young. Cricket was my thing, Dexter and Snow were the wind beneath my wings.

         In Snow’s case, there truly was rebellion against authority and the system it supported. This was not so with Ted though his free-spirit and somewhat cavalier approach to responsibility gave the impression of one determined to ruffle feathers. Not so. From the outset he adored sport, worked harder than some might think at his books and embraced diversions with the enthusiasm of a man who had more to do than could ever be done.

         In truth, Ted is a contradiction: at once a conformist, as shaped by the early years of his life at home and school; and a modernist, whose lateral thinking did much to reform the structure of English cricket during his time as Chairman of Selectors. Richie Benaud observed that Ted’s imagination and drive ‘will be of great benefit to English cricket in years to come. Equally, I’m in no doubt that others will take the credit for it.’ Yes, the rebellion in Ted was to challenge conservative thinking, take risks and invest in his life as an adventure. Both on and off the field, this has made for a terrific watch.

         Tall, handsome and impossibly glamorous, Edward Ralph Dexter caught everyone’s eye – it was just that he didn’t always catch theirs. With the golden Susan on his arm, they cut quite a dash and cared little for the sniping that came from those less blessed. The enigma in him – and how! – was often confused with indifference and though cricket has remained his other great love, it hasn’t 8been the be-all and end-all – a fact, by the way, that made his appearances all the more cherished and makes his company all the more engaging. It is remarkable to think that he first retired as far back as 1965, before returning briefly in 1968 to make a double hundred at Hastings against Kent and be immediately recalled to the England team for the Ashes. In the brilliant photograph of the moment when Derek Underwood claims the final wicket at the Oval, Ted is caught spinning to appeal for LBW with a face that smacks of a lifelong instinct for competition and achievement.

         It was John Snow who said Ted was a man of moods, often caught up in theories, keen when the action was hot, seemingly uninterested when the game was dull…a big-time player, one who responded to atmosphere, liked action and enjoyed the chase and gamble. Maybe this was the reason he was drawn to horse racing; a dull day stalking the covers might be enlivened by thoughts of how his money was faring on the 3:15 at Ascot or Goodwood.’

         Not that a five year-old boy knows any of this. I fell for the aura, and for the flair in those back foot assaults on fast bowlers. I don’t suppose I saw the 70 in 75 balls against Wes Hall and Charlie Griffith at Lord’s in 1963 but I feel as if I did – the power, the poise, the sheer gall of it. Nothing, not even the Beatles, could drag me from the television screen when he walked to the wicket, seemingly changing the picture from black and white to colour as he took guard. Frankly, much of the Test cricket of the time was pretty dull but there was a frisson, an expectation, with Ted just as there is when Ben Stokes is on his way today. It was all too brief; he had packed it in before I started proper school.

         The last thing my father did with me before he died so young was take me to see the 1968 Gillette Cup Final at Lord’s. This was during Ted’s short comeback and when the great man strode to the wicket, I leapt about in excitement, cheering his name for all I was worth. He didn’t get many but no matter, I had seen him live. That evening Dad bowled to me in the garden as I imitated every Dexter mannerism and stroke I had seen just a few hours before.

         Later, I came to know him, first as Chairman of Selectors and then as a fellow member of Sunningdale Golf Club. He asked me to captain the England A team in Zimbabwe and then threw to me at the Harare Sports Club, urging me to hit through the line of the ball in my back-foot strokes before, exasperated at my hopelessness, taking off his jacket, rolling up his sleeves and showing me how it was done with all the sparkle and style of yesteryear.

         I saw him climb off his 1000cc Norton, peel off his leathers and shoot 67 round Sunningdale in deep winter conditions. Last year, he played with us on 9 a mid-summer’s day and knocked it round in 84 to beat his age by a shot. Gary Player says that Ted is the best amateur striker of a golf ball he has seen. This hand/eye thing; this Dexter co-ordination with a ball is really something and everyone who has played anything with him picks up on it. Colin Cowdrey used to say that Ted was far and away the most natural games player of them all – 62 Test matches and an average of 47.9 in the era of uncovered pitches and no helmets proves the point. What’s more, a criticism levelled at him was that he gave his wicket away more often than was reasonable. Well, I guess you can only please some of the people some of the time.

         He has a blog, by the way, and it’s worth a glance. I like this paragraph: ‘In my last term at Radley College I had a hard game of rackets in the morning, scored three tries with two conversions for the 1st XV in the afternoon, was heard listening to operatic voices in the early evening – before repairing to the Grand Piano in the Mansion and knocking off a couple of Chopin preludes. “Quite the Renaissance man it seems” said my Social Tutor and I admit I liked the sound of it, if not quite knowing what it meant.’

         Here is the story then, uncut. It fills gaps and creates gasps – after all, who would fly his own fixed wing Aztec BPA-23 to Australia in 1970, stopping twenty-four times en route, with his wife and two young children as passengers? Edward Ralph Dexter, of course! Over to you Ted …

         
             

         

         Mark Nicholas

         August 2020

      

   


   
      
         
11
            PROLOGUE

            Nice, Côte d’Azur 2003

         

         I’d always liked Nice. There was a strong family connection; my parents had left a pair of suitcases in the Hotel Negresco while fleeing from Italy via a ship from Marseilles in June 1940; the hotel obligingly agreed to look after the cases and, when my parents returned in 1946, decorously handed them back. Not long after I’d got my private pilot’s licence in 1968, I flew myself there in my less then pristine Beagle Airedale for no other reason than I could. I remember stepping off the plane and inhaling a long delicious draught of maritime air with an instant quiver of anticipation. After decades of travelling I’ve found that wherever you land always has its particular aroma that will linger in the back of your memory forever – Barbados, Brisbane, Delhi all have their own distinctive overtones. The air in Nice is especially fragrant in spring; it must be the flowers and the herbs that clad the hillside where the Maritime Alps tumble down towards the glitter of the Mediterranean Sea. Since then I’ve always associated that scent with wonderful long lunches on jacaranda terraces, days lolling around on boats bobbing on a shimmering, gently lapping blue-green sea, days of relaxed golf, laughter, bottles of chilled rosé, nights in the casino.

         Early in the new millennium, when my wife, Susan, and I made up our minds to spend the next phase of our life away from England – somewhere warm, a little exotic and easy on the eye – that corner of the Mediterranean beckoned strongly. Susan’s priority was that we should be near the sea; she had happy memories of schooldays on the coast in Hastings, while my first instincts favoured Italy, where I had strong attachments. I was born in Milan and spent much of my childhood and my youth in that region – when Hitler wasn’t on the rampage across Europe. Predictably, then, our initial searches for a new home had been along the Ligurian coast.

         There was a tenuous Dexter family connection with San Remo. My dad had played golf there; the fairways were visible from the autostrada with the sea not far beyond. An attractive, grown-up sort of resort, it had a lot to recommend it; but then we realised how close it was to Nice and I’d never forgotten my first excited impressions of that vibrant city.

         Susan and I had lived in London since we were married in 1959, up 12until a short spell in Ascot which hadn’t really suited us. Even so close to the capital we’d found that we missed the bustle and amenities of the big city. We happened to know that Nice, being a busy port with a raison d’être beyond merely satisfying the sybaritic demands of rich tourists, was a year-round city, unlike, say, Cannes or San Remo which are more seasonal. The clincher for us was the French health system which people had told us was excellent. We hadn’t heard anything to the contrary about Italy but, swayed, too, by the fact that Susan spoke more French than Italian, in the end, France it was.

         
            * *

         

         It was with an almost youthful enthusiasm that we watched our sturdy Audi estate car being loaded onto the overnight train from Paris to Nice – sadly not the glamorous Train Bleu on which my brother and I had shuttled back and forth to Milan as schoolboys on holiday. This was a more prosaic conveyance which bumbled rather than sped towards the Côte d’Azur. But that didn’t stop me bubbling with expectations of a new life where I wouldn’t simply be Ted Dexter, remembered for cricketing centuries scored against great pace bowlers forty years before or, more recently and less flatteringly, for a four-year stint as chairman of the England Committee, whom some of the pundits had vigorously blamed when the game wasn’t going so well for England.

         
            * *

         

         More specifically, the first seeds of my disenchantment with life in England were sown on 11 September 2001. On that day I was sitting in a small anteroom at the headquarters of the Lord’s Taverners, awaiting my turn for a scheduled meeting with their CEO. The door opened; I was already rising to my feet, when the young woman who had shown me in popped her head into the room. ‘It seems a light aircraft has crashed into a tower block in New York,’ she burbled with the excitement of passing on bad news. ‘It’s on the TV now.’

         
            * *

         

         Most people remember where they were when they first heard news of momentous world events – the assassination of President Kennedy, Princess Diana’s fatal crash in the tunnel beside the Seine, the tsunami that swept through the Indian Ocean in 2004 – but it’s only afterwards that they can look back and 13see how those events impinged on their own lives.

         I was certainly hit hard by 9/11. First, of course, by the shock of a human tragedy on such a massive, horribly callous scale, with the death of some three thousand innocent individuals; I struggled to comprehend the extraordinary sight of two of the world’s most famous skyscrapers collapsing in vast billows of dust like burst balloons into an amorphous heap of rubble. Then after that, on a personal level, I was badly struck by the damage it caused to my business, Ted Dexter & Associates Sports PR, and the knock-on effect this had on my own life. The business had in any case recently suffered a setback through the loss of a couple of key clients, although I’d still been confident I had an ace up my sleeve – a scheme that looked as if it could be the best promotion I’d yet devised, and a major firm of City accountants were making very positive noises about sponsoring the project.

         It involved the diversity of nationalities of players on the European Golf Tour. Each country would nominate three representative players as their national team, each month playing against all the other countries for the sponsor’s ‘charity prize’ – a large sum of money to be paid to a charity of the players’ own choice. The European Tour had liked the idea, taking the view that it would be an interesting addition to the purely individual nature of the weekly tournaments. The final meeting at Wentworth to clinch the deal was planned for 12 September!

         Inevitably, that meeting was cancelled, and it soon emerged that several of the City firm’s New York employees were among the thousands who had perished. Not surprisingly, my tentative and somewhat guilt-tinged efforts to reconvene the meeting hit a brick wall.

         
            * *

         

         After that, I found myself without the inspiration to start all over again; there wasn’t quite enough fat on the body of the business to sustain it through a lean patch. Besides, I was sixty-six by then, still inconvenienced by several injuries sustained through sport and my own foolhardiness, and anyway, feeling like a change of scene. It was with a little sadness that I put in motion the gloomy process of winding up the company, as well as my remaining commercial interests. I was proud of what I had achieved, certainly – seeing through several initiatives that had changed the way cricket is played and how it’s broadcast. However, the truth was, I was fairly bored with doing business for its own sake; I’d come to the conclusion that I wasn’t one of life’s natural businessmen 14for whom commerce was an ongoing sport. This was described to me by an inveterate and potent businessman as a game in which winning was even more important than profit; the size of profit was simply how you kept the score against the competition.

         I understood the joy of gambling and had witnessed a lot of wagers shuffle off into the bookies’ bag as my selections were beaten by a short head. But I’d gone into business for the mundane reason that I had a wife and family to support, and because, much as I had as captain of a cricket team, I loved devising original ideas, and I was optimistic that some of them might turn a profit. In the years since I’d stopped playing cricket (for which in the old-fashioned spirit of British sportsmen, I’d received little direct financial reward), I’d had several ideas, entirely my own, relating to the game I’d played and loved. As it turned out, I was able to breathe life into these projects and see them take their place and become essential tools in the reporting of world cricket.

         Fortuitously, around the time I was thinking of dissolving my PR business, I had concluded negotiations with the International Cricket Council for the sale of the intellectual property behind the World Cricketer Ratings system that I’d devised twenty-five years before, and still owned. It made sense to me to cease my other commercial activities at the same time and bow out with good grace. Acknowledging that my active commitment to the world of cricket was coming to an end, I’d already announced that I wouldn’t stand for a third term as chairman of the Cricket Committee at the MCC, although I believed that they would have gone along with another term. But I was beginning to feel slightly out of place – not anachronistic, but aware that younger members were talking a different language, with different attitudes to mine, and I’d recognised that it was time to move on. Thus, with the winding down of my business activities, I found myself at something of a loose end as far as occupation was concerned, while poor health had discouraged me from playing golf all through the winter.

         Susan and I sat down to discuss how we should respond to this clear breakpoint in our lives and considered what options we had. The bad timing of the demise of my business had left me worse off than I had planned – by no means destitute, but without quite as fat a cushion against life’s vicissitudes as I’d hoped for. After we’d discussed in detail with our children, Tom and Genevieve, the best deployment of what we were going to leave in England, ensuring that we would always have visiting rights (and grandparently duties) for a few months each year, we agreed that the most appealing solution was to move south, where the sun shone and I could put the whole ‘cricket’ thing behind me, once and for all.

         15It was with this resolve that we had set off on our Mediterranean recce, like a pair of migrating birds seeking a new roost, until we settled for the Côte d’Azur. Here, we thought, we could become M. & Mme Edouard Dexter, comparatively anonymous expat English and members of the Church of England community in Nice. Dramatically, though, before we had even arrived in Nice, our happy optimism suffered a severe kicking.

         
            * *

         

         On the train, lumbering south towards the Mediterranean in the middle of the night, in what was obviously a well-planned raid on our sleeper cabin, we had evidently been disabled by some kind of gas before being comprehensively looted. A short time later, becoming groggily aware of what had happened, we found we had lost pretty much all our cash and credit cards. Susan’s handbag was taken, then thrown back through the door – empty.

         The door to our cabin had not been forced and could only have been opened with a key held by the attendant. Susan had caught a glimpse of a face as her bag was hurled back and later recognised it as belonging to the attendant in the next carriage. Our own attendant claimed no knowledge of the incident and we were pulling into Nice before we had a chance to alert any higher official.

         Now in an utterly parlous state, we had to get on with the business of finding our estate agent and moving in to the rented flat where we had decided to spend a six-month trial, before making a long-term commitment to Nice. We let ourselves into a plain and functional apartment in a large block a few streets from the seafront and the Promenade des Anglais. There was no view of the sea, though, and most of the windows gave on to a large enclosed central courtyard – a battered looking space which any futile attempts to beautify had long been abandoned. Indeed, we soon discovered that this echoing brick well was most enjoyed by skateboarding kids, hurtling down the marble balustrades, whooping and crashing.

         We sat down in the plain chairs and looked at each other, feeling for a few moments as miserable as hell and close to defeat. With no ready money to buy food or wine, or Visa card to pay for dinner, we spent the first night of our new exile in a state of stress and doubt about our decision. We knew there would be light at the end of a short tunnel, but just then, tired and temporarily boracic, it was hard not to view the events of our journey south as a bad omen.

         But came the dawn for the righteous, crisp and bright – a peaceful Sunday. We managed to find the Holy Trinity Anglican Church nearby, arriving there 16just after the start of 11 o’clock Sung Eucharist. We slid quietly into a pew at the back of the nave, enjoying the familiar nineteenth century neo-Gothic feel of the place, with dusty sunbeams lancing through richly hued stained-glass windows. We had planned to slip out a little early to avoid having to explain ourselves and our ghastly predicament to any strangers, but before we could leave, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to face an older man who immediately identified me. ‘Aren’t you the cricketer?’ he muttered with some surprise and, thank God, approval.

         So much for trying to leave my old identity behind in England, I thought.

         Our new friend insisted on ushering us through into the church hall where we soon met more of the locals. It was only later that I recognised the importance of this gentle social introduction to life in Nice.

         The following day, we went to take advantage of a ‘free’ car wash included in the price of the train ticket. Anyone who has used the car-train service will know that vehicles tend to come off the train looking a lot rougher than when they went on. I recalled coming down from Scotland once, when my prized Bentley arrived in London with a smashed windscreen which had been thrashed by a heavy loose-chain carriage link while the paintwork was peppered with tiny dents by flying chips from the track ballast on which the sleepers lay. This elicited not a hint of remorse from British Rail, beyond a minimal payment in settlement.

         After its much-needed wash the Audi emerged sleek and gleaming, which cheered us a little. We were taking on petrol at the adjoining pumps when, to save time, Susan was already walking the short distance to pay at the kiosk with a few euros she’d discovered in a pocket in her bag. All of a sudden, on the way back, she was flat on her face – mugged in a flash by two juvenile hoodlums on a scooter who had roared up, ripped her handbag from her shoulder and skidded off, taking what little money she had left in it, and all her jewellery which the previous night’s thieves had missed.

         Shell-shocked, I rushed to where she lay. At first, she seemed more bruised than battered and managed a slow hobble to the kiosk where she’d paid. The swarthy Niçoise behind the till had witnessed the whole episode, but displayed no sympathy. She shrugged her shoulders with a surly downturn of her mouth as if to say, ‘It’s not my problem.’ We wondered if she knew the little shits who’d rammed Susan.

         Stifling our indignation, we continued painfully to the nearest police station. Two gendarmes appeared at the door but brushed us aside with a disinterested flick of the wrist. They couldn’t deal with us now, they said, it 17was their lunch hour. Brusquely, despite Susan’s obvious injuries, they told us to come back later.

         ‘Aha! Welcome to France,’ we said to ourselves and wandered back to our flat, utterly dispirited and feeling we had completely lost control of events. Susan’s face was starting to look black and blue, and one arm was throbbing. Back in our unfamiliar new home, I tried to bring some sense of normality to the scene. I asked Susan how much money she still had on her. It was less than ten euros; this, I soon found, was more than I had. I was completely flummoxed; I couldn’t pretend that things weren’t looking pretty desperate.

         At that moment the phone tinkled. The call was from one of the men we’d met at church the day before. He’d rung, he said, to apologise for telling us the wrong opening times of the nearest big supermarket. I listened abjectly, thinking that, as things were, this was fairly academic, until he added casually, ‘By the way, how are you?’

         My answer was brief, but long enough to explain that we were in the shit, good and deep.

         Later, we would recognise that we had just ridden over the low point of our troubles, and without that act of friendship, we might easily have cut and run. As it was, this kind intervention by an almost total stranger marked the start of twelve happy and stress-free years living by the Mediterranean, until in 2015, Susan and I reluctantly took the decision to return finally to England.18

      

   


   
      
         
19
            PART ONE

20
            The First Thirty Years

         

      

   


   
      
         
21
            Chapter One

            CHILDHOOD

         

         Although I’ve always had a passion for the Mediterranean, especially the corner where France and Italy meet, I don’t clearly remember when I first set eyes on that magical sea. It was probably when I was an infant, visiting the Ligurian coast in north-west Italy with my parents, as they often did from their home in Milan. Scarcely a summer passed without a seaside week at Varazze.

         I’d come into this world in that great Northern Italian city on 15 May 1935, at Via Sardegna No. 5. I was the second son of Ralph and Elise Dexter. Soon after that, probably as a result of my arrival, the family moved to a palatial apartment in the Piazza Repubblica, where I lived for the next four and a half years.

         My father, whom I grew to know only slowly, was undeniably an unusual character. Physically, an athletic man with strong firm features, wavy silver hair and clear blue eyes, he was someone who generally kept his own counsel and spoke only when he had to. To his children and stepchildren he was always affectionate, seldom raised his voice and never raised a hand, however unruly my brother, John, and I might have been. The only time I heard him swear was when he was playing golf. Despite his reticence, he was relentlessly encouraging. I admired him immensely, and have tried to emulate him throughout my life, though not always with complete success.

         Whereas I was always eagerly seeking new experiences, however unpromising, he had held a steady course throughout his life, despite the disruption caused by two world wars. In a rare moment of candour, he told me once that he could have forgiven the Germans for the first blight they’d imposed on his life, but not for the second. He never knowingly bought a single German product between the end of the Second World War and the day he died.  

         
            * *

         

         My father was born in 1891, the son of a prosperous City accountant, Edward Ralph Dexter of Crouch End, North London. With his two brothers, he was 22sent to the nearby public school, Mill Hill. Here he excelled as an athlete, still celebrated in handsome silver trophies proclaiming him the one-mile champion in 1909, and then, remarkably, champion of both the 100 yards and the half-mile in 1910. After Mill Hill, he and his brothers went up to Jesus College, Cambridge.

         At Cambridge, sport became less important in Ralph’s life, overtaken by his enthusiasm for drama with the Footlights, where he appeared alongside Jack Hulbert, a future star in London theatre. Years later, my brother and I found a clue to another aspect of Ralph’s young persona in the form of an unpaid account from one of the smarter tailors in town.

         At the very start of the First World War in 1914, like both of his brothers and most able-bodied young men, Ralph enlisted and was commissioned as second lieutenant in an Artillery Battalion. We still have a letter from him to his mother, written soon after he reached France. He told her how happy he was to have had a fleeting visit in those early days from his younger brother, Norman. His older brother, Eric, was also sent to France but was quickly repatriated at the first sign of tuberculosis, which was ultimately responsible for shortening his life. With great good fortune and against the odds, the two younger Dexters survived when the life expectancy of a subaltern in any of the infantry regiments on the front line was measured in hours rather than days. Perhaps the gunners were a little less at risk.

         Nevertheless, Ralph was certainly exposed to danger, and the account of his bravery in winning a Military Cross, as recorded in the family archive, officially confirms it. Astonishingly, and uniquely, he was also the only officer commissioned on the first day of the war to come through those four hellish years alive and uninjured. The high mortality rate for young officers is implicit in the fact that by the Armistice, second lieutenant Dexter had risen through the ranks to Major Dexter, having briefly held the rank of Acting Colonel.

         His lifelong love of horses must have developed during this time. On the rare occasions when he was willing to talk about the war, he often expressed his admiration for the strength, loyalty and courage of the horses that had pulled the guns. Even in his last years when short-term memory was failing, he could still recall the names of his favourites. Rummaging around in a gallery in the 1960s, I came across a print of a Snaffles watercolour of eight horses’ heads, entitled Remounts, which I bought and gave to Dad. He named all the animals after his favourites, and on the mount below is a pencil drawing of a horse being lifted on board a supply ship, signed by Snaffles himself. The picture now hangs on my bedroom wall.

         23After he was released from the army in 1919, the changes in Ralph’s life must have seemed extraordinary when he started his commercial career in the City offices of an insurance agency, Bevington, Vaizey and Foster. A long way from the shattering noise of the guns and the stench of mud and death, the sudden switch to a sedentary routine of paper-pushing would have been a shock to his system. No doubt seeking some replacement activity, he made sure he found time to ride horses and to become a good mid-handicap golfer.

         Luckily for him, or perhaps inevitably, early in his career he was offered a chance that would entirely alter the course of his life. Bevingtons at the time had an underwriting agent in Milan. They had to do business this way as British insurance companies were forbidden to trade directly in Italy. The incumbent, an Australian, wasn’t producing enough business to justify his existence. Ralph was sent down to see what was going on. As a result of his subsequent report of chronic drunkenness and bad behaviour, the Australian’s agency was terminated, and Ralph was offered the franchise. He jumped at the chance of a little excitement, and moved to Milan in 1921, aged thirty, to take up the running of Bevington Assicurazione, writing Italian business for some of the largest British companies – Eagle Star, Royal Insurance, Liverpool, London & Globe, and Commercial Union.

         He made a great success of the job, happily integrating with Milanese society, and astutely taking on a local partner, Pepino Sozzani. Pepino was a clever man who understood the business well. He was also completely loyal and became a close friend of my father’s over three decades. There’s no record of why a handsome, successful man in his thirties should have remained unmarried in Milan over the next ten years, or what he did for female companionship, but we do know that by 1930, he had met and fallen in love with Elise, Mrs Reginald Taylor, who was already living in Milan with Mr Taylor and their three daughters.

         According to family tradition, Reginald Taylor was a hard man, not much of a husband or father, making Elise receptive to the attentions of a suave English bachelor with twinkling blue eyes. However, in those times, separation and divorce weren’t an easy option and it’s possible Ralph’s love for her may have been unrequited for some time.

         As children, my brother and I, and our three elder stepsisters, were told that they’d first met near the third green on the Menaggio and Cadenabbia golf course (near Lake Como) as Elise was crossing from the old fourteenth green to the fifteenth tee. My mother, then only thirty, always cut a neat figure on a 24golf course and I can easily imagine how she might have first caught my father’s eye.

         Years later, on a crisp winter’s day, my brother and I with all our issue were on a bracing walk across the snow-covered course. We stopped and amused ourselves by etching a large heart and Cupid’s arrow in the snow with a red flower to mark the spot where all our lives had begun.

         A genuine, lifelong love match had been born there. Elise was able to obtain a divorce from her husband, and returned with her three daughters to England, where they lived in a rented house, always referred to in family legend as the ‘hole-in-the-wall’. My father soon followed her back and went with her to Southampton to be presented to her parents, Mr and Mrs Harold Dartnall.

         The Dartnalls were used to this kind of thing; they’d had eight children, of whom Elise was the sixth, and the elder of two daughters. She’d been born in 1900, and when her younger sister, Doreen, arrived, soon found herself acting as reluctant nursery maid to the much-spoiled baby of the family, which led to a determination to leave home as soon as possible. Her parents made it clear that they weren’t happy when, just eighteen, she met and married Reg Taylor, who had recently been invalided out of the Royal Army Flying Corps.

         When she turned up now, with three daughters and no husband, if they didn’t say it, they must have thought, ‘We told you so.’ But the appearance of handsome, prosperous Ralph Dexter as replacement would have cheered them a good deal.

         Harold Dartnall, with a near Olympian background of sporting prowess as oarsman and pugilist, and a national record in the gymnastic oddity of rope climbing, happily spotted similar characteristics in Ralph. Behind the house he had his own gym and a boathouse, where he invited Ralph to join him to discuss his daughter’s prospects. He raised no objections and in 1931, at a local registry office, Elise married ‘Uncle Dekker’, as the girls already called him; soon after the marriage, they were calling him Dad, and loved him greatly for the rest of their lives.

         My father and mother must have been thrilled when their own first child, John, was born just before Christmas 1932. John wasn’t always robust as an infant, picking up several childhood illnesses that were severe, even life-threatening, in those pre-antibiotic days. However, these early setbacks didn’t prevent him developing into an athletic young man of six feet two, who comfortably earned his first-team colours in rugby and cricket at Radley.

         When I entered the world, three years after John, I was luckier as a baby and evidently more bouncy. I gathered this from my father’s account of a 1936 25car journey from Sussex to Milan which he made with my mother, my brother, me and a nanny. ‘Little Edward has been very good and certainly likes to get his nosebag on!’ he observed.

         I’m sorry to say I don’t remember anything of the first few years of life I spent in Milan up until the start of the Second World War and before the turmoil this created for an English family living in Italy. A few weeks before Prime Minister Chamberlain had declared war with Germany in September 1939, my father, who by then considered my half-sisters completely his own, brought his wife and five children back to England. Italy hadn’t at that stage confirmed its own role in the conflict and as my parents had left a number of things unfinished there, Dad returned briefly to sign various papers relating to the business. He and Mum subsequently decided to make one last flying visit to close up the flat in Milan and do what they could with the help of Pepino to secure a future for the insurance business. While they were still here, the cut-off point was approaching fast; they had to make a rapid exit via San Remo to catch a ship out of Nice.

         When they reached the dock, there was no ship. My father, rising to the challenge with his usual optimism, left their luggage at the Hotel Negresco and they sped on west to Marseilles, where they’d been told there would be a ship sailing for England. They didn’t have anywhere to stay while they waited to leave, but, with that strange capacity of Englishmen abroad, my father bumped into an old friend, Teddy DeHaan, who knew a woman who was the madame of one of the city’s smarter brothels. When we were old enough to know what a brothel was, my father told us that the place had been getting a bit rowdy as they were shown up to a room by this hospitable woman, who paused on the way up to yell at her girls: ‘We have nice guests in the house tonight, so keep the noise down.’

         The next day they boarded a cargo ship about to sail out of the Mediterranean via Gibraltar, up and across the Bay of Biscay to war-locked England. It took more than a week to get there.

         
            * *

         

         Dad was forty-eight by then, well beyond combat age, and could have expected a peaceful war, but because he was keen to do his bit, and spoke respectable Italian, he was called up to postings in the north and west of England within the RAF Intelligence Unit, Bomber Command, trailing his family around behind him like camp followers. My mother, living without staff for the first time in 26her married life, with five children to nurture, was just about coping, but was horrified when her husband told her he was being sent to Cairo to interrogate Italian prisoners as they were extracted from the North African campaign. From what he told us, it was a comfortable posting; we still have photographs of his colleagues, tanned, fit men wearing razor-creased shorts and toting tennis rackets in the surprisingly chic Gezira Sporting Club, evidently his home from home. In the end he was away for three years, leaving my poor mother on her own to deal with her many shortcomings in domestic skills.

         John and I were happily unaware of whatever struggles she had for the first year or so, as we shuttled around Britain behind my father from Glasgow, to Northern Ireland, to Pembrokeshire, finding ourselves in different schools every few months. In Glasgow, the other boys couldn’t understand our Italian-accented English; they called us Eyeties – especially unflattering during the war – and found us distinctly foreign; we could barely understand them either. This was the first inkling I had of some kind of apartness between us and children born in Britain. In South Wales, where I was sent to a school in Tenby, I got off to a bad start. On my first day, I arrived on my own, and found that I couldn’t push the front door open. I simply turned around and walked home. Inevitably, our education was sporadic and not sticking much, but we didn’t care. Finally, once my father had gone abroad, we settled in the Home Counties, in the village of Emberton, close to what is now Milton Keynes.

         The youngest of my three sisters, Ann, was finishing her schooling as head girl of her evacuated school in Aberdovey. The elder two, Pammy and Peggy, were already signed up as part of the war effort, working day and night at the code-breaking unit at Bletchley Park.

         While with hindsight I realise that life for my mother must have been pretty good hell, we kids didn’t know any better and life in a two-up two-down cottage in Emberton suited us well enough. Over the course of a year or so, only once were we invited by the squire, Captain Trevor, up to the manor house, from where the captain’s son and heir would disappear each term to Eton College. We didn’t care; we were far more interested in getting a ride on farmer Robinson’s carthorse, bombarding the next-door neighbours’ house with squishy old apples or daring each other to cross the road for a peek through the grimy windows of a tumbledown cottage belonging to an old crone, widely (and in our view, credibly) alleged to be a witch. From a distance of eighty odd years, my six- and seven-year-old memories are of long, carefree, innocent summer days.

         Once I found John and the rector’s daughter, Lilla, perched close side by 27side on a branch of an ancient apple tree. Puzzled, I asked John what they were doing; he explained that they were ‘flirting’. No wiser, and wondering what on earth they found to talk about, I willingly withdrew as requested.

         Generally, though, despite our two-and-a-half-year age gap, John and I were always close. We enjoyed the same things, and we were both – then and for the rest of our lives – inclined to compete with one another. I’m reminded that the only present I can recall being sent by our father during those war years was a punchball perched on a spring stand, with two pairs of boxing gloves – perhaps to put our scrapping on a more ordered basis; perhaps responding to my mother’s laments that we wouldn’t stop hitting each other.

         After a year or so in the tiny, overflowing cottage, our next move was to a larger place, Orchard House near Penn in Buckinghamshire. This was followed on my father’s return from Egypt around Christmas 1943, by Potash Farm, Puttenham, near Tring.

         This lovely period of boyhood is still vivid in my memory, as John and I roamed the local countryside at will, eager, for some reason, to make contact with a gang of Italian prisoners of war working on the farm (like many thousands at the time, happy to be here rather than on some splintering battlefront). John wanted to see how they would react to his own rudimentary Italian. They were sympathetic and offered to share their ration of fresh bread and bully beef with us. As a special treat, once per school holidays, we were allowed to cycle into Tring to go to the flicks – Laurel & Hardy, Buster Keaton – that sort of thing. Even more exciting was joining the regular rat hunts that took place on the farm next door. As the corn crop was taken from the main barn, starting from the top of the stack, the rats who occupied it as if it were a block of high-rise flats were forced ever downwards until finally they broke cover to race for fresh shelter, only to meet a wall of ravening terriers backed up by a cohort of farmworkers wielding sticks and shovels – the most legitimate of blood sports.

         We also had two ponies to look after. Sugar, a classic naughty Welsh pony, was used to pull a trap (as a solution to petrol rationing) as well as to provide somewhat unpredictable transport for two boys. The other, Lady Alice, was a mare of almost thoroughbred lineage – a present to my sister, Ann, from her doting father. Ann, then at her most horsy stage, was constantly grooming the mare to present her at local shows and gymkhanas. John and I also enjoyed the gymkhanas, although we were less diligent in preparation and not always welcome. We would turn up with Sugar ungroomed and shaggy, with sweaty trace marks on her withers from pulling the trap to the show, while we were in our ordinary trousers, stuffed into socks and wellies.

         28On a typical occasion, we were entered in a simple fetch and carry race. The other ponies and riders were immaculately turned out by doting, competitive mothers who had been clipping coats, polishing boots, plaiting manes and tying ties for hours before delivering the mounts in horseboxes. The regular commentator on the public address was familiar with the shortcomings of the Dexter boys; his disapproval was manifest as he rolled out disparaging remarks: ‘Here we go again!’ or, ‘Good heavens – not another refusal!’ It was as clear to us as it was to them that we were never going to be accomplished horsemen, which must have been a disappointment to Dad, who had always retained his love of horses since his time in the artillery.

         It seems extraordinary now, seventy-five years on, that the English were so ready and able to carry on their country sports throughout the war. These traditional activities, devised over the centuries to speed the passing of long rural winters, were perhaps recognised as doing the same for the long, dark periods of war.

         
            * *

         

         Towards the end of the war there were three more arrivals in the household – first of all, our new baby brother, David, along with a tiny nanny, Bournie, who came to look after him and remained with the family even when we returned to Italy. David was born with Down’s syndrome, with the soft round face and characteristic eyes of that condition. In his case, he also suffered from a slight squint. My parents loved him the more for his handicap, as we all did, and he repaid us handsomely over the many years he lived, with the innocent warmth and affection that he brought to our relationship.

         We were all joined, too, by an affable and energetic white terrier called Bonnie, who feared nothing, bar the squadrons of American B57 bombers that took off every day from a nearby airfield, so heavily laden on the way to their targets in the German industrial cities that they barely cleared the tall Victorian chimneys of the farmhouse.

         
            * *

         

         Early in 1946, my father returned to Milan to reopen the flat in Piazza Repubblica, and to take charge of Bevington Assicurazione again. He was gratefully aware that his decision in the 1930s to take on Pepino Sozzani as a partner had been wisely made when he saw that Pepino had done everything possible to preserve 29our family’s belongings, as well as the viability of the business. Dad soon settled back into his work and the important function of providing insurance cover in the London market to Italian industry during the great post-war boom in construction. That summer, we all went out there for the first time since 1939, when I was now old enough to appreciate the difference of life in Italy.

         Milan in the muggy summer months was no place for a family and my father had already decided to rent a country property on a permanent basis. It was under snow for five months every year but it was within driving distance of the fierce summer heat and polluted air of the city. The Villa Lugarna, which became an important part of all our lives, was surrounded by elegant, colourful formal gardens, shrubberies and ponds with an unforgettable view to the north up the full length of Lake Como.

         The house belonged to the descendant of an Englishman, a Mr Alfred Wyatt, who, with a colleague, Henry Mylius, had created an eighteen-hole golf course four hundred yards up the slope on the western side of the lake. The course was opened at the turn of the century, soon followed by the creation of a railway line which zigzagged up from the lake into the higher valley so that holidaymakers – mostly English – staying in the grand lakeside hotels could come up and enjoy a knock round the spectacular new course, toting narrow canvas bags with just a handful of hickory-shafted clubs.

         Up until the war, the Menaggio and Cadenabbia Golf Club had prospered and become a home from home to my parents and many others of the British/American community in Milan. However, the Italians had barely embraced the game by 1939, and with no players, the campus quickly reverted to grassland for the grazing of cattle and the production of winter hay over the six years of the European war. It was said that there were troops, possibly German, billeted at the club for part of the war and a few bullet holes in the old office clock face seemed to confirm that.

         That it is now a jewel of the golfing world, sited precariously on the lower slopes of Monte Croce, overlooking one of the most beautiful lakes in Europe, ready to delight anyone with the good fortune to stumble on it by chance or the practical sense to seek it out, is largely due to the post-war care bestowed on it by three men – my father, Sir James Henderson and Christian Schmidt – who took it on in its involuntarily rewilded state after the war. Mainly for their own amusement, these three benefactors commissioned the resident farmer, Giacomo, to get out his scythe and swing it across the neglected acres, allowing the first, second, seventeenth and eighteenth holes to be reopened within a year. The second summer saw another three holes added: the third, the 30fifteenth and the sixteenth. It took a few more years to revive all eighteen of the original holes, while the expense of maintaining a full-scale, private course must have been substantial during that time. It was a major feat, and one of which the three men could be justly proud.

         
            * *

         

         While Dad was re-establishing the family homes, reclaiming the golf course and rebuilding his business, John and I spent two thirds of our time at school in England. In 1947, when I was eleven, I was sent to board at a long since defunct prep school called Norfolk House in the small Buckinghamshire village of Penn. It was here, on the tiny pitch, that I had the first inkling of my lifelong love of cricket. I had a vague notion of the game beforehand, not entirely positive, from an incident when my brother John and I were playing with a bat and ball in the garden at Orchard House. I was about eight and John eleven when he swung the bat and clouted me fairly forcefully on the forehead. There was blood and there were tears, and a very sore head, but no long-lasting damage, as far as I know (dementia hasn’t set in yet) – though I have the scar to this day.

         
            * *

         

         The headmaster of Norfolk House, Cyril Glover, was a great cricket enthusiast who considered it his duty to instil his own love of the game in the boys under his charge. It was he who first showed me how to hold a bat and use my feet, keeping them together while waiting for the ball, then always going forward or back according to length, but never retreating. He would stand behind a boy batting with an iron-spiked stump against his bottom.

         ‘Bowl up, bowl up,’ he would call up the wicket.

         For the batter, stepping away to leg was not an option. It was a lesson I didn’t forget. And it was there, aged nine, that I hit my first six. It seemed to me then that it kept on going forever. Thirty years later when I went back to the school (by then morphed into some kind of institution) I was amazed and somewhat deflated to find that the cricket ground was no bigger than two tennis courts.

         Among my musty archive I still have a school report from Norfolk House, thoughtfully preserved by my mother: ‘He shows promise at cricket but he must remember he still has much – in fact almost everything – to learn, and is 31not yet in a position to control and give instructions to his fellows, who quite rightly resent it.’

         I don’t doubt that this was a fair summary at the time, nor that there are those who might think that judgement still holds good.

         
            * *

         

         Norfolk House suffered a change in fortune in my second year there when Mr Glover contracted a severe bout of shingles and sold the school. The man who bought it assumed a joint headmastership with another of the masters, Mr Barnes, who was responsible for all sports other than cricket. The boys were much relieved to be free of the despotic Glover regime, which had involved regular caning for the slightest misdemeanour. However, this respite was cut short one night when we boys were woken by a noisy bell-ringing ambulance and the clattering feet of stretcher-bearers echoing through the building. We learned in the morning that the new principal had tried to take his own life. He might even have succeeded; we were never told.

         However, we soon learned that there was absolutely no money left in the school’s bank account; it emerged that the hapless headmaster suffered from a serious gambling habit and had helped himself to all the school fees to fund it. Most of the pupils were day boys and they simply didn’t reappear again, leaving the handful of boarders, mostly, like me, with parents abroad, to exist on a diet of powdered egg for almost a week before arrangements could be made to get us home. This provided a short, carefree interlude, during which the French master stayed on, without pay, to look after the six of us still there, exploring the local woods, building shelters, making campfires and having fun.

         Mr Barnes, who presumably had received no money for his term’s work, came to find me to tell me that he had to get to Devon to take up a new post, and if he were able to buy a train ticket, it would save him a long bicycle ride. Looking understandably sheepish, he asked if he could borrow the remains of my pocket money (about twelve shillings) to cover his travelling costs. Accepting his promise of swift reimbursement, and because I liked him, I agreed. He took the train and sent me back a pound.

         I subsequently discovered that my father had been deeply offended by one aspect of this period of limbo at Norfolk House. One of the directors of Bevington’s in London, General Liardet, lived right next door to the school; he knew that I was a pupil there, and he must have known about the place’s debacle. Dad never forgave him for not rallying round and taking me in.

         32With my parents a few thousand miles away in Milan, I was on the move yet again, this time to stay with Uncle John and Auntie Doreen Kington. Doreen was my mother’s baby sister, whom she’d been looking after when she first met and married Reg Taylor. John Kington was the kindest of men and a hard worker, often bringing his work home and slogging away at his desk, not to be interrupted. Doreen was always affectionate, though generally thought by the family to be a bit dotty, as a result of her claims to hear voices. They lived in Romsey, in a small, comfortable house where, with their own children having left home, they made me very welcome. I travelled every day to a modest private crammer just outside the town to prepare for my Common Entrance exam. Although I missed my parents, I had by that stage in my life moved homes so often that I took this new situation in my stride. In any case, it wasn’t to last long.

         My brother John was already in his third year at Radley, a less well-known public school in those days, near Oxford, to which my father had decided to send us both. He chose Radley over his own school, Mill Hill, because it was out in the country, more secure and surrounded by acres of playing fields, in fact one of the greatest expanses of level mown grass in the country. It was used at least once, like the vast meadows of Runnymede, for the national archery championships. John was quite bright and as far as I know had been admitted to the school on his academic merits. Somehow my father persuaded the school to take me without passing a Common Entrance exam, and a term earlier than normal, at the beginning of summer 1948, and a few weeks before my thirteenth birthday.
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            Chapter Two

            SCHOOLBOY

         

         I arrived at Radley with the advantage of being the younger brother of an established figure halfway up the school who was already recognised for his sporting talents. From the start of my first term, I threw myself into the higher level of cricket that was being played there. I wasn’t as academically bright as John, but I was nevertheless conscientious about my studies. However, there was no question that they always took second place to my love of sport. For me Radley provided a cornucopia of sporting delights: besides cricket, I could play rugby, hockey, rackets, squash and golf, as well as trying athletics (including discus and shot-put). I even had a few goes at fishing!

         I was lucky, too, that there were masters with a true dedication to passing on their own knowledge. I don’t suppose this was for entirely selfless reasons; a games master could gain kudos by producing good performers, as well as the vicarious enjoyment of seeing them succeed, but on the whole I always felt their knowledge was given in a spirit of generosity.      

         
            * *

         

         John and I travelled back and forth to Italy for at least two of our school holidays in each year, taking the Simplon Express train across Europe which provided an early taste of an experience I loved and repeated many times over the next fifty years. There’s no doubt, although I didn’t realise it at the time, that this binational existence did lend John and I an air of sophistication that was evidently noticed and remarked on at school. We were always well kitted out in smart Italian clothes that must have contrasted noticeably with the dowdy tweed and flannels that were standard menswear in fifties England where food and clothes were still subject to rationing. My mother and father were always stylishly turned out, and they made sure we were too. We even wore monogrammed silk shirts and I arrived at school with a small travelling iron which our maid in Milan had taught me to use. Luckily, I was big for my age and I had a big brother looking out for me, or I might have suffered more than a little ridicule and bullying.

         34John and I went home to Italy for the Christmas and summer holidays – summer on Lake Como; winter in Milan. In the Easter holidays, Mum and Dad usually came to England and took us to top hotels. Milan in winter was tough and, being so close to the Alps, often freezing, with snow and filthy slush underfoot. There was no TV to watch, nor newspapers to keep us up to date with sports, though sometimes, if we were lucky, we could pick up the BBC on the radiogram. To compound our boredom, we didn’t have any friends of our own age. I recall those winters as thoroughly tedious. A highlight on a weekday could be going with my dad and Pepino for their midday aperitif at a local bar. Afterwards Dad would take a siesta while I waited impatiently for him to take me to the trotting races held at the San Siro, the AC Milan stadium. I loved watching the trotters which I thought provided a better spectator sport than ridden races. It gave me a love of that un-English version of racing that I still retain. In time, as it happened, I also developed a taste – some might say too strong a taste – for British horse racing. Apart from the trotters, there were not very exciting walks in the nearby Giardini Pubblici, and more memorably, musical sessions, standing with my siblings, ranged behind my father as he sat at the piano and sight-read the latest songs from the London shows, while we sang along enthusiastically.

         It was the summers on Lake Como that I remember best. The setting of the lake is spectacular, lined for its full length by majestic two thousand-metre mountains whose slopes run right down to the shore, sometimes broken by a ledge where a village or a single homestead had been planted, sometimes plunging sheer into the dark waters. John always loved water sports more than I did; he was noticeably better at swimming, waterskiing and sailing. He also loved long, rambling climbs up the mountainsides, and skinny-dipping in icy pools when he came across them. He was, far more than I, a real country boy, though I was happy enough to tag along, as much for his company as for the activity. My heart wasn’t really in it the way his was – which was reflected in his being buried on the hillside above Cadenabbia, with the epitaph on his gravestone: I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.

         It was inevitable that I should grow to love this uplifting and invigorating place and I still love returning there. However, my true appreciation of it lies in its endowing in me an everlasting love of golf. Although, in time, my father would undoubtedly have introduced us to the game, it was by lucky chance that John and I discovered for ourselves what joys it can provide.

         During our first summer there in 1946, he and I were hanging around the 35Villa Lugarna, probably looking bored, when Roger Francis, one of Dad’s oldest friends, produced a couple of old hickory-shafted golf clubs and a few ancient practice balls from somewhere in the house. He showed us the rudiments of a golf swing, then pointed us up the hill.

         ‘There’s an old golf course up the road there; it’s been abandoned since before the war, but if you can find a stretch with some short grass on it, you might be able to get in a bit of practice.’

         Our first session on what we learned was the old Menaggio & Cadenabbia golf course didn’t last long. We either lost the balls, or they were cut to shreds by the sharp edges of the old iron club heads. The balls were made of wound elastic over a small lead core, with a vulnerable thin skin on the outside, not much like the golf balls of today.

         Most of the shots that we did manage were either skied or topped along the ground. However, we did occasionally connect, and discovered that there are few sweeter sporting sensations than striking a ball squarely on the club face and watching it rocket away in a beautiful parabola in the direction you intended. Both John and I were truly hooked from that day forward. We carried on wandering through the wilderness of neglected fairways and bunkers barely discernible under the crop of fine hay that covered the ground. We had no idea of what a proper golf course should look like, not imagining that this overgrown, neglected tract would be resurrected, little by little, each summer. It was somewhat like an archaeological dig, as piece by piece, hole by hole, my father and his co-restorers persevered over five years, until every hole was reopened and playable.

         John and I were exceptionally lucky in the early stages of our game. From my first trip back to Lake Como in 1946, aged eleven, when we were staying in the Villa Lugarna, I was able to play golf all day if I wanted – which I did. More often than not, I played with an old golf pro, Signor Prete, who lived nearby. He was short of work at that point as a result of the lack of interest in golf in Italy since the British had left in 1939, and he used to come up and hang around the clubhouse, just for somewhere to go. I presume my father slipped a bit of money his way and there was no doubt that he got John and me off to a tremendous start in a game we continued to love for the rest of our lives. Even now I still sometimes think of Signor Prete as I’m driving off the first tee at my local club in South Staffordshire.

         
            * *

         

         36Radley in the 1950s, like most other English boarding public schools, was tough enough and retained an almost Victorian ethos. We weren’t allowed to eat outdoors or go into Oxford, just three miles away. Discipline was strict, not like these days when a master may think twice about questioning a boy’s ability for fear of a backlash from parents paying vast fees. Boys were regularly beaten, not by masters but by their senior peers, sometimes for trivial misdemeanours like spitting or walking on the grass. Usually I managed to avoid this kind of thing. I think I was already learning that getting into trouble was usually more trouble than it was worth. During the first couple of years at Radley, prep was done in a communal study – the Social Hall – and each boy had a little cubicle with a desk and cupboard. You would work your way up the hall and when you reached the end, you went into a study.

         At the end of a new boy’s first term, it was a rite of passage that they were ceremoniously beaten up by the older boys and pushed head first into a dustbin, or some such humiliation. I didn’t think much of this and with what might have been foolhardy braggadocio proposed that we younger ones should make a stand. I volunteered to take on the leader if the others would do their best with the rest of them. I was already big for my age, and years of scrapping with my older brother had made me fairly adept. I managed to deal with him and when the room went quiet, we knew that that particular rite of passage was concluded. As it happened, I was then invited to join a small study. Both John and I were both in ‘F’ Social, known as Southams. ‘Tiny’ Southam, our Social Tutor, was a huge former oarsman whose relaxed attitude easily earned the respect of the boys.  

         Disgraceful as it now sounds, ragging and bullying were everyday activities among the boys, behaving, I suppose, like young dogs who constantly scrap with their siblings in what is perceived as preparation for life. Thankfully, I was never a victim of this, although, from somewhere, I seemed to have acquired a sense of duty and decorum, which, if too obvious, can have a detrimental effect on a boy’s popularity.

         As it happened, I wasn’t looking for popularity for its own sake and, in any case, I can see, looking back, that my enthusiasm for all ball games, and a lucky talent in playing them was an effective counterbalance to what people perceived as my ‘serious’ side.

         It may be a failing, but I don’t think I ever considered it that important to be liked by everyone; I can also say that in many decisions I’ve taken in later life I have quite deliberately ignored this as a factor. At school I certainly didn’t go out of my way to court that kind of acceptance, beside which, my disposition, 37while not introverted, was to maintain a good level of privacy; this was, I think, often mistaken for shyness. Nevertheless, I made friends at Radley who were important to me, became part of my total persona and subsequently cropped up regularly over the next sixty or seventy years: Michael Martin, who taught me how to cast a fly, and who, forty years later, insisted on taking me out to dinner shortly after I stepped down as chairman of England; Tim Holcroft, whose family had me to stay at their place, Northbrook Park, near Farnham, when I wasn’t spending my holidays in Italy. I remember the joy of pottering around their estate with Tim, sniffing in the English country at close quarters and sometimes doing a little rough shooting with 410 shotguns; Kit Hood, who shared the study and was a likeable, straightforward boy who never dropped his Yorkshire accent the whole time he was at Radley. I never met his father – a bluff north country tycoon, I gathered – anyway rich enough to send his son a new MG sports car for his eighteenth birthday (looked down on by another boy whose father had sent him a thoroughbred horse); Chris Walton, who married into the McLachlan family and went to live in Australia; Clive Carr – brilliant all-rounder at rugby, cricket, athletics and boxing. Under the keen eye of one of the sports masters, ‘Scottie’ Birks, we learned to shot-put together, and Clive went on to win the schools’ meeting at White City with a record throw; and John Scott, who was capped for England at rugby.

         
            * *

         

         For the first five years of my life, I’d been surrounded by people, speaking Italian, and had inevitably learned a little, which I’d quickly revived once the family had moved back to Italy. This propensity for foreign languages helped in my studying French, which I loved speaking. At the same time, I enjoyed music and drama – even playing the lead in Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme in French! It was produced al fresco in front of the Mansion (which was what the original building in the school was called). The show was going well enough, with most people remembering their lines, until a cue was repeated, and a whole scene played again. The audience were too polite to react – or, more likely, their French wasn’t good enough for them to have noticed.

         For my first two summers, I played cricket for the Midgets (U-14s), and the Junior Colts, keeping wicket and getting plenty of runs. I didn’t get much coaching in those first two years, though I must have been seen doing something right because at the start of my third summer term, in 1950, just before I turned fifteen, I was selected to play for the Radley First XI, joining 38my brother, two and a half years older. This was when I first came into contact with Bert Robinson, Radley’s professional coach, and games master, Ivor Gilliat, who had a long-lasting effect on my playing of the game. There was already a good wicketkeeper in the First XI, so I was encouraged to develop my reasonably accurate delivery of medium-paced off-cutters, helped by Bert who had himself been a reliable medium-pace bowler for Northamptonshire. He also gave up a lot of his own time to coach us, even on Sundays, when some of us would be in the nets all day.

         Ivor Gilliat had come to teach at Radley although he had private income and didn’t need the salary. He was a confirmed bachelor and an avid bon viveur. He had become a dominant member of the staff – a committed, old-fashioned sort of a schoolmaster – erudite, highly educated and with a strong sense of decorum. He had played cricket for Oxford University, where he’d performed as an outstanding wicketkeeper, despite his eighteen-stone bulk. He had also, astonishingly for a man of his size, played rackets at Oxford.

         Having taken on responsibility for First XI cricket his forte was to encourage his young batsmen always to play an attacking game and to gain mental superiority over their opponents. ‘You’ve got to get on top of them,’ he would say. Another of his traits was an insistence that nothing ‘that might sully the etiquette or beauty of the game would be tolerated’. He instructed us always to be waiting to greet visiting teams when they arrived and to carry their bags to the pavilion, suppressing any shyness or youthful lack of savoir faire.

         Good manners were to him almost as important as the execution of a stroke. He even took us to the Café de Paris in London and, when we were playing away against Eastbourne College, to the Grand Hotel there, to coach us on table manners, and how to deal with waiters (not very compassionately, it seemed). In fact, the records show that Gilliat and Robinson produced unbeaten sides at Radley for three consecutive seasons, from 1950 to 1953. Many years after that, in 2007, I was happy to be asked back to Radley to propose Bert Robinson’s health at his ninetieth birthday celebrations. It was only then that he revealed to me something that I would love to have known before – that down in the beagle kennels he had always kept a couple of greyhounds which he used to take to flapping races.

         In my first season, I played fifteen First XI matches against other schools, Oxford colleges and various touring teams in which I took 26 wickets and had a batting average of 31.9 runs. Radley was in any case a good side, which included Christopher Walton, who later played for Middlesex, and Clive 39Carr, who played with me at Cambridge. We were very lucky – privileged, you could say – to have played against legends like the great Trinidadian, Sir Learie Constantine, who joked, ‘Hey boys, I wonder if I could get one into that score box?’, and hit the next ball straight into the open front where the scorers sat. Hopper Reed, who hurtled the ball at us while we quivered in our boots, and Gubby Allen, fifty by then but still keen on getting runs, both turned up with touring teams.  

         
            * *

         

         I was still fourteen in May 1950 when I started playing for the First XI, and was awarded my colours shortly after my fifteenth birthday. While I was rummaging around for material for this book, I was amazed to find a diary I’d kept for that year – the only year for which I’ve kept a daily record of events for any continuous period of time. Thus I can see from a distance of seventy years just how seriously I took my game, and how self-critical I could be; I wasn’t complacent then, and, truthfully, I never was afterwards, even in the most purple patch of my career, and especially not, years later when I stuck my head far above the parapet as chairman of the England Committee.

         
             

         

         1950 diary entries for the first year (of four) in First XI:

         
            
               

	      
            
                        
                        	10 May 
            
                        
                        	Bowled 15 overs. Very Tired. Jolly good in-swingers.



	 
            
                        
                        	11 May 
            
                        
                        	Got out for 5 runs. Must do better for First XI.



	 
            
                        
                        	27 May  
            
                        
                        	v MCC. Took 5 for 58.



	 
            
                        
                        	11 June 
            
                        
                        	Awarded First XI Colours.



	 
            
                        
                        	13 June  
            
                        
                        	v Stowe. Out to very bad shot.



	 
            
                        
                        	19 June 
            
                        
                        	Awful Hay Fever. Frightful.



	 
            
                        
                        	22 June 
            
                        
                        	Net with John (Dexter) and Bert (Robinson – coach).

                Batted quite well. Bowling was a bit better.



	 
            
                        
                        	24 June 
            
                        
                        	v Radley Rangers (Old Boys). Took 5 for 49!



	 
            
                        
                        	28 June 
            
                        
                        	Umpired Social (House) match. Gave a bad decision.



	 
            
                        
                        	20 July 
            
                        
                        	v Shipton (Village XI). Had wonderful innings.

                66 not out with three sixes.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	 
            
                        
                        	Term Results:  
            
                        
                        	15 innings. 5 not outs, 319 runs, av: 32

                26 wickets, 565 runs, av: 22






         

         40There is a less creditable entry…

         
            
               
	       9 June  

            
                        
                        	
Cocks (Head of Social) gave me one hell of a talking to about 
betting and the company I keep.






         

         I must have been a little shocked by this as I added…

         I cried like a baby.

         I regret to say that I ignored the reprimand over betting for many years after that.

         
            * *

         

         My father in his understated way expressed his pride in what I was doing on the cricket field and made the effort when he was over from Italy to come and see me play. On the first few occasions, I didn’t do well, and got out cheaply. I was remorseful that he’d taken the trouble and I’d failed to perform. Divining that this might have been due to his own presence, he came, without telling me, to watch me play an away match against Bradfield. He found a vantage point out of sight in the school chapel cemetery. Here he was accosted by the Bradfield headmaster, who suspiciously demanded to know why he was lurking in this clandestine way. After a somewhat embarrassed explanation, he was allowed to carry on watching from there. Conceivably the tactic had worked; there’s no doubt that it doesn’t take much to put a batsman on edge or out of kilter. In any event, without being aware of his presence I scored a hundred, and he gave me a new watch to commemorate the event.

         
            * *

         

         My second season in the Radley XI in 1951 was overshadowed by my brother John’s performance. While I scored an average of just 29 an innings, John, who was the team’s strike bowler in his last season, took 54 wickets at 13 runs apiece. It must have been something of a relief to him not to have his younger brother snapping at his heels in competition.

         Off the field, despite the wigging I’d had from my Head of Social over gambling, it was a habit which took a hold on me from quite early in my time at Radley, and which I never really shook off for many decades. My gambling activity at school was for the most part restricted to horse racing, either in placing bets myself or, perhaps more cannily, laying other people’s bets. Of course, this didn’t always work out, especially if I’d taken several bets for a winning favourite, but in the back of my 1950 diary there are lists of names 41of boys with the sums of money they owed, though never more than a few shillings.

         In the winter terms, I was enjoying rugby, developing my place-kicking and playing at fly half, a position I enjoyed for the influence it allowed me to exert over the direction and style of play. I was lucky to have Leo Cooper as my scrum half; he was bigger than most who play in that position and his strong passes out gave me a few extra yards to play with. Even at that stage I was discovering my interest in the tactics of a game, as much as the playing of it. I was picked for the First XV in my third season. Once again, my brother John was already in the team, and we enjoyed playing together.

         In the spring of 1952, not long after King George VI had died and Queen Elizabeth had acceded (while she and the Duke of Edinburgh were touring in Kenya) John and I were invited to go out to Italy and play against a team in Milan. Rugby in Italy was still a niche activity, although the game had been played in and around the Veneto since the 1920s.

         I’d also had a growing interest in the game of rackets – which you could call a posh version of squash, but much much faster. I was encouraged in this by Ivor Gilliat, who had excelled at the game himself. He understood the benefit to a batsman in experiencing the extra pace and learning how to deal with it.

         But my main sporting focus was now firmly on cricket. In the summer of 52 I was beginning to feel that I knew what I was doing, learning how to pace myself, and how to read the opposition’s bowling more acutely. I scored 581 runs for Radley that season and my first century. I also played for the All England Public Schools team in a two-day game against the Combined Services XI at Lord’s. In an unspectacular debut, I scored 8 and 43, but I did meet two players in the forces team whom I came to know a lot better: Michael Stewart, who some forty years later was England team manager when I took over as chairman, and Fred Titmus, who became an England teammate.

         It was during this season that I sustained an injury to a knee cartilage that turned out to be a bit of a swine and, in spite of several operations and a lot of manipulation, continued to trouble me for the next seventy years. Even now I can feel it every time I drive off a tee.

         
            * *

         

         That same summer, I was saddled for the first time with the handle, ‘Lord Ted’, which has stuck to me like an indestructible Post-it note ever since. It was first 42bestowed on me, in the spirit of his customary irony, by Ivor Gilliat. One of my jobs as secretary of the school side was to ring through our cricket results to the sports pages of the newspapers. I was having dinner with friends on a Saturday evening when I suddenly remembered that I hadn’t performed this chore. I blithely rang Ivor Gilliat, who was having a bath at the time, to ask if he could do it for me. He seemed to take it well enough, but suggested that my attitude was somewhat high-handed. He referred to me as ‘Lord Edward’ from then on. And it stuck.

         In the course of my life I’ve come to see that once an individual is perceived by his friends and acquaintances in a certain way, it’s damned hard to shake it off. Indeed, in a curious process, a nickname, or what it suggests, can go some way to forming the individual. Certainly this ‘lordly’ tag has stuck with me; it’s been applied with envy, malice and sarcasm, though usually, thank God, with good humour.

         
            * *

         

         Having wielded a golf club with enthusiasm and a lot of help from Signor Prete since the age of eleven, it was inevitable that I should want to carry on with the game amidst the wonderful surroundings of Radley’s playing fields. The first Radley golf course was built many years later when I contributed and was present at the formal opening. However, John and I had plenty of encouragement, largely from one of the masters, Neil Fisher, who still played for the Oxford and Cambridge Golfing Society, and we were allowed to play on Sundays at Frilford Heath. I generally restricted my golf to the non-cricket terms, so this meant an eight-mile cycle ride, with a bag of clubs clumping on one’s back, through whatever weather was being chucked at us. A few of us hardcore golfers stuck it out, though from time to time, we caved in and hired a taxi, until my brother got his first motorcycle, an Ariel 350cc Red Hunter, a birthday present from our dad. I now had to suffer the terrors of riding pillion behind him if I wanted to play. More often than not, John and I played our golf together, although to his disgust, I nearly always beat him.

         John’s bike was eventually replaced by a vintage French Salmson sports car which provided one of the most explosive events in my time at Radley. On the last day of term there was a tradition that we were allowed to drive away in our own transport, so, needing no prompting from me, John drove the Salmson up to the clock tower with a flourish. Most of the boys and masters gathered around, keen to get a good look at it.

         43John was happy to respond to his captive audience. ‘Just listen to this!’ he bellowed over the rumble of the idling motor as he rammed his foot on the throttle to rev the engine.

         We listened alright, until we all collapsed with laughter when the engine exploded with a deafening bang. The connecting rods piled through the sides of the sump, the oil trays were smashed, and when we tentatively opened the bonnet to have a look, only two of the four pistons were still there; the other two had been blown out of the exhaust by the force of the blast.

         
            * *

         

         There was, I concede, a certain amount of predictability about my appointment as senior prefect at Radley in my final year. Although, if I’d had any choice in the matter, I would probably have turned it down; the sense of duty that my father, and to some extent my older brother, had instilled in me convinced me that I must play the role willingly. I had to come back to school the day before the rest of the school returned. The purpose of this was to give the warden, John Wilkes, a chance to see something of me and presumably to get to know his new senior prefect a little better.

         When I presented myself in his study, he didn’t look up for several seconds, apparently engrossed in some papers on his desk. When, finally, he did raise his head, he made absolutely no eye contact with me. Looking absently at a point some way to my right, he spoke quietly. ‘Ah, Edward. Can you tell what exactly is your relationship with the Almighty at the moment?’

         I gulped. I didn’t have a ready answer to this. I cleared my throat, and told him that I went to school chapel most Sundays.

         He gave no indication whether or not this satisfied him. He nodded and resumed his perusal of the papers on his desk. The interview, it seemed, was over.

         
            * *

         

         There weren’t many useful perks to the job of senior prefect, but I did think I’d identified one when we were holding a school dance versus a local girls’ school. Astonishingly enough, this was the first time I’d really experienced that frisson of excitement that the unaccustomed proximity and possible complicity of girls could create. Heady with expectancy I thought I might use my position to take the head girl outside on to the terrace for a kiss and a little exploration; 44I was firmly put in my place and learned an early, useful lesson in the use of discretion in liaising with women.

         
            * *

         

         Outside of school, the major event of 1953 was the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. I had the privilege of seeing it all, at least a section of the circuitous procession returning from Westminster Abbey to Buckingham Place, from seats my father had managed to book overlooking Hyde Park Corner. Sitting with my parents, the big excitement for the Dexter family was that my brother John, now doing his stint as a National Serviceman, was not only in the procession, but carrying the colours of his regiment, the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. Those old enough will recall that it was a squally, blustery day, and John’s standard was blowing around like a kite in a gale. To our horror, we watched as it knocked his beret clean off, leaving him bareheaded, while a soldier behind him managed to capture the hat, and return it to him later. Despite this, it was a proud moment for me and my parents, and I still feel honoured that I was there, never remotely imagining that sixty-eight years on, Her Majesty would still be in situ.

         
            * *

         

         In my last term, with perhaps more predictability than making head prefect, I was made captain of the XI. I took the captaincy seriously and enjoyed the responsibility of it. I learned to retain my calm in the face of most provocation, having observed how counterproductive losing one’s rag could be in keeping discipline within a team. I did once or twice succumb to chagrin, but, I believe, only when mistakes that had been made were my own and could have been avoided.

         My last school match, played at Lord’s for the Public Schools against the Combined Services was something of an anticlimax, when I scored 2 and 0, which may perhaps have been responsible for a waning of my interest in cricket over the next couple of years while I was doing my enforced stint of National Service.
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