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CHAPTER ONE


Early Days





I was born in Burnley, Lancashire, as were both my parents. My mother came from a cotton-manufacturing family. Her grandfather, Robert Pickles, born in 1816, worked for many years as weaver before, in 1859, going into business on his own. Once a month he walked to Manchester – a round trip of fifty-four miles – to buy his yarn and sell his cloth, and he prospered. He was an inventor of some note and devised the check-strap which allowed looms to run at twice the speed which had previously been possible. My mother’s father was his eldest son Thomas, who greatly expanded the business which eventually included a linen mill in Belfast.


The family had a house in Wigtownshire called Tonderghie and Thomas fell in love with and married one of the girls who worked in the house, the daughter of a local farmer. The Pickles family thought he had married below his station, but you would not have thought so from family photographs. In those Thomas’s wife looks dignified, indeed rather imperious, and I was the only person who suffered from the union, being required as a little boy to wear a kilt at parties. We once visited a house in Wigtownshire to meet a Scottish relation and the son of the house on meeting us uttered only one word: ‘Scram!’ This enabled me many years later to face Scottish devolution with equanimity.


My mother, the youngest of seven children, spent most of her childhood at Tonderghie. She went there with her mother in the spring and did not return to Burnley until the autumn. As a result she only went to school for a few months each year, which seemed to do her no harm at all. When she told her mother she had received a proposal of marriage from Charlie Waddington, her mother said ‘Oh no! Not one of the wild Waddingtons.’


The Waddington grandparents lived in a house called Westwood in Padiham Road, Burnley. There was a grand piano in the drawing room and when seeking to ascertain what went on underneath it my sister Zoe and I discovered that, suspended from a hook screwed into the back of the instrument, was a string bag full of currant buns.


Grandma assumed, no doubt rightly, that there was little chance of the maids dusting below waist level and that there was no better place to store emergency rations. My mother thought Grandma rather mean because it was only after a lot of coaxing that she was prevailed upon to produce her handbag and cough up half crowns for the children on their birthdays; but when the butcher’s boy ran into her on his delivery bicycle she gave him half a crown for his trouble. Two hours before my grandfather’s death in 1935 she decided he needed cheering up and went to the butcher’s to buy him a pork chop. She could not decide which of two chops was the more toothsome so she asked the butcher if she could take both home on approval. When she dangled them in front of Grandpa’s nose, he expired. After the funeral the family and one or two others went back to Westwood to ‘bury him with ham’. The vicar got carried away and said ‘Mr Charles, this calls for an oration’. ‘Two minutes, Mr Veale,’ said my father.


Grandpa’s father had been in the cotton industry, eventually owning Bridge End Mill and Orchard Mill in Padiham; and after the First World War Grandpa decided that he also would try to make some money out of cotton and acquired two other mills in Padiham. But he was first and foremost a solicitor and a very good one at that, having passed out top in the Solicitors’ Finals. For a time he was an ardent Liberal, being election agent for Mr Jabez Spencer Balfour when he won Burnley for the Liberals in the 1892 general election, but it does not seem that he was ever minded to make a career of politics and he soon had a flourishing law practice. He was a great worker and anyone coming down Manchester Road, Burnley at dead of night was likely to see a light still burning in his office in Imperial Chambers. Some said he worked late because he was a perfectionist and no case placed in his hands received other than the most meticulous attention. Others less charitable assumed he was there to escape from his wife, but there is no doubt that the business was run with great efficiency. He was on the doorstep at ten to nine in the morning to remind those arriving on the hour that by then they should already be at their desks – and without lipstick, which he believed had no place in an office. Somehow or other he found time not only to run the office but to look after his mills. He also bought and took a close interest in the running of a number of farms including two in the village of Read, six miles from Burnley, where my parents in 1931 bought The Old Vicarage. J.C. (as my grandfather was known) excelled in farming as in the law. He kept some of the best shire horses, had a magnificent dairy herd and was a breeder of Wensleydale sheep.


My sister Nancy, now going on for ninety, remembers J.C. as being very strict, particularly when it came to good manners at Sunday lunch. ‘All joints on the table will be carved’ was his favourite saying; but once when Nancy, sitting on his knee, smashed to pieces one of the best dinner plates with her spoon, all Grandpa could think to say was ‘If you do that again you will find yourself in the “Tounty Tourt”.’ I certainly do not remember him as being at all fearsome, but rather a nice old chap who clearly meant no harm when he insisted on my following him round his greenhouses.


When he died Grandma went to live in a hotel at Blackpool. She said she never wanted to see Burnley again, but luckily for her no one believed her and when, at the beginning of the War, she decided to come back to Burnley, her old house Westwood was there waiting for her with nothing changed. She died during the War; my father learned of the event when his sister, Aunt Dot, rang him at the office. She said ‘Mother’s dead, but just hang on a moment while I run upstairs to make sure.’


My father was one of five children and the second of three brothers. He was sent away to the preparatory school at Sedbergh and there made the painful discovery that his eldest brother George was the school bully. From Sedbergh he was sent first to Skipton Grammar School and then to Kelly College, Tavistock. In 1913 he went to Oxford where he enjoyed such a boisterous first year that he failed Divinity Moderations. Early in 1914, however, he had joined the Territorial Army, and the outbreak of War and a posting to France enabled him to escape his father’s wrath.


My father was very lucky to survive the War. He was loath to talk about those years, but on a visit to the battlefields of Flanders in 2010 I met a man who was willing to do some research, and the record which follows was found in the National Archives.


On 15 August 1914 Charles Waddington was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the 3rd battalion East Lancashire Regiment. On 5 January 1915 he went to France and fought in the second battle of Ypres. On 7 July he was wounded in the fighting in Boesinghe and evacuated to a hospital in Boulogne before being sent back to England.


(He lost a chunk of his right foot which, in the Second World War, would almost certainly have resulted in his being invalided out of the army.)


In March 1916 he returned to France, was promoted to captain and served on the Somme front. At one time he was in temporary command of the battalion and took part in the attack on Redan Ridge. The attack was a costly failure with heavy casualties – some 5,752 officers and men were killed or wounded. With such heavy losses the division was moved up to the Ypres Salient for a ‘rest’ and to refit with drafts from England. However, they were soon back on the Somme, in time to fight in the Battle of Le Transloy Ridge in October 1916. On 17 October the ground was in an appalling condition. Heavy rain had fallen for weeks, and in front of the British trenches there was a vast lake of mud, pitted with shell-holes. For this reason a postponement of the attack was requested by the Brigade commanders, but the request was refused.


The night was pitch black and the enemy’s line was extremely vague. German trench maps had been issued but they were of little use as the German line really consisted of detached machine guns in shell-holes. At zero hour a barrage was put down on one of the objectives, Dewdrop trench. The battalion then began to flounder in no man’s land. The men, wearing full equipment and carrying extra bombs, were utterly exhausted and were shot down, drowned in shell-holes or rounded up by the Germans. Eventually the remnants were withdrawn to the original front-line trenches.


After dark on the 18th the attack was resumed, but ‘casualties were heavy’ says the report and included all the officers in the two leading companies. ‘In “C” company 2nd Lt E.W. Graham was killed, and Captain Waddington (O.C. Company), 2nd Lt Quayle and Wilks captured. CSM Ashcroft and Cunliffe were killed, CSM Vaughan made prisoner; the total casualties in the other ranks were killed twelve, wounded fifty-eight, missing 292.’


That is the end of the official report, but in his own report made after his release from a prisoner of war camp in November 1918 my father explained how, when the attack started in pitch dark at 3.30 a.m., the line was not maintained and the men went forward in bunches, and with a few men he must have gone right through the German lines. After realising he had gone too far he decided to dig in. At dawn he saw no sign of trenches, but Germans walking about the place as bold as brass and some British soldiers being marched away as prisoners. He decided to lie low and await developments, but eventually he and the others were discovered. His parents got a telegram saying he was missing believed killed, but some months later, they were told that he was in a prisoner of war camp.


In the camp Pa got into trouble for failing to spring to attention when a German officer entered the barrack room while he was shaving. The officer said he was under arrest, but my father asserted that under the Geneva Convention no officer could be placed under arrest without an escort of two soldiers with fixed bayonets. This threw the Germans off balance and they retired in disorder. Months went by and my father had entirely forgotten the incident when at six o’clock one morning two soldiers with fixed bayonets arrived to take him before the Camp Commandant. The Commandant, having awarded him twenty-eight days’ detention, went on to say that all the cells were full of other British officers serving punishment and my father would have to wait his turn. After more months had gone by two soldiers with fixed bayonets again turned up – a vacant cell was waiting.


After the War my father decided not to go back to Oxford but to become articled to my grandfather so that he could qualify as a solicitor in the shortest time possible. In a year or so he married my mother and the two of them went down to London and lived in lodgings in Notting Hill Gate while he studied at Gibson & Weldons, the law crammers who were still in business when I read for the Bar thirty years later.


My mother’s and father’s relations gave my sisters and me much innocent amusement; the game being to award points for sanity to each uncle and aunt and, by this quite scientific means, determine which family was dafter than the other. It was usually a very close-run  thing. Aunt Edith, one of my father’s sisters, may have been unfairly marked down because of the unpopularity of her husband, Donald Harris. At a Christmas party, he turned on one of my sisters and shouted: ‘Don’t call me Uncle Donald. You all think I’m beastly so call me Uncle Beastly.’ And from that day forward Uncle Beastly was his name.


Our favourites were aunties Gertrude and Isaline (Robinson) who were, in fact, my father’s cousins, and were by then living at Sunnyside, Simonstone. One of my family relics is a caution written in his own hand by the Chief Constable of Burnley following Auntie Isaline’s apprehension for riding her pedal cycle without lights. They were, I imagine, typical of many women who would have married but for the death of tens of thousands of men of their generation in the Great War. Instead, they gave their lives to caring for their father and they made a particularly good job of it. At the age of eighty-two Doctor Robinson, known to us as ‘Uncle’, was forced to retire as Medical Officer of Health for Burnley. He claimed that there was a war on and his country needed him, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. He then lived on until nine days short of his 102nd birthday.


The other great friend of the family was my godfather, Harold Parkinson, known to us all as Nunky. After marrying Evelyn Green, the only daughter of a wealthy cotton manufacturer, he was soon running the Green business and made a great success of it; and just before the Second World War he bought Hornby Castle, outside Lancaster, and much land round it. During the War he became first a colonel in the Home Guard and then vice-chairman of the National Savings Movement, a job which eventually earned him a KBE.


My parents had moved to Read in 1931. The Old Vicarage was a long, ivy-covered house which stood directly on the side of a quiet lane overlooking the church. So quiet indeed was the lane that on summer evenings we used it for cricket and, throughout the year, for hockey on bicycles; and only very rarely were our activities disturbed by passing traffic. If cars did come along, the drivers waited politely for half time or the fall of a wicket.


We all loved the Old Vicarage, but it was not a particularly comfortable home. The room known as the nursery, in which we spent our time during our school years, and which my parents also used during the War because it was easier to keep warm than the drawing room, had a floor covering of linoleum: so had the kitchen in which we normally ate. The scullery housing the gas cooker and sink had a concrete floor and in winter was appallingly cold. In one corner of the pantry, which was even colder, there was, during the War, an earthenware vat to hold pickled eggs and on the stone slab were arrayed dozens of tins of mixed vegetables, obtainable off the ration because of their unpopularity. There was no refrigerator; on winter nights my father put a saucer of water out in the backyard in the hope that the temperature would drop below freezing point and there would be ice for his cocktail.


One oddity upstairs was that the bath in the family bathroom was in the middle of the floor; and when my father was required to administer punishment, the bathroom was the place where the deed was done. The dignity of the occasion was, however, sometimes marred when the offender sought to escape by running round the bath and my father had to set off in pursuit, vainly trying to bring the back of the hair brush into contact with the sinner’s behind. There was a second bathroom for Gladys the cook and Rhona the maid but this was commandeered for use as an operating theatre when tonsils had to be removed and other minor operations performed.


We were always surrounded by dogs, cats, ponies and poultry, my father being particularly keen on guinea fowl. One night the guinea fowls flew off into the top of an oak tree and we spent an hour or two trying to coax them down. It was very cold and they stayed there until they dropped off the branches frozen stiff. My sister Zoe once took some photographs of the hens, no doubt thinking it would give my father great pleasure to see his birds on film, but she got a gigantic rocket for wasting money.


I was the youngest of five children and the only boy. I was not spoiled by my sisters. When it came to housework, I had to do as much as the others. Although my parents had a maid and, until the outbreak of War, a cook, we all had to make our beds and sweep and dust our bedrooms, and then set about peeling the potatoes. In those days before television we never seemed to have much difficulty entertaining ourselves, but we were very lucky living in the country. At weekends and during school holidays we were not allowed to stay inside the house unless it was pelting down and we roamed the surrounding fields and haunted the farm where the tenant, Dick Earnshaw, treated us with great forbearance. All he got in return was help with hay-making when two or three Irish labourers also turned up to lend a hand and lived in the barn.


Being a large family we were very self-sufficient. Occasionally, school friends were asked back for tea but, after being subjected to various ordeals to establish their courage and physical fitness – all guests were required to swing on a rope from one side of the barn to the other – some did not come a second time.


On Fridays in the school holidays we used to get the bus to Burnley to do the shopping. Sometimes my sister Zoe and I stayed on in Burnley and went to see Aunt Dot who lived on Manchester Road. Once we used our pocket money to buy a budgerigar. The shop keeper popped it into a paper bag and when we presented bag and bird to my mother and asked her to carry it home on the bus in her shopping basket she was most indignant but complied.


I was born in 1929. I cannot put a date to many early memories, but I do remember sitting on a wall to watch King George V and Queen Mary go past on their way to open the Mersey Tunnel. That, I find, took place on 18 July 1934. I then have a very clear memory of the Silver Jubilee in 1935. We were all in bed with measles and every few minutes, or so it seemed, God Save the King was played, and every few minutes we leapt out of bed and stood to attention. Before the abdication in 1936 I remember being taught some rude rhymes about Mrs Simpson and, on the day of the coronation in 1937, I planted a tree to mark the occasion.


When five I went to Sunnybank School in Manchester Road. We were taken there each morning by my father and usually we were late. Martyn Noble, who started at Sunnybank at the same time, used to help me do up my shoe laces but otherwise I was well ahead of the other children, having been taught by my sisters to read, write and do some arithmetic.


One day on arriving at school I took off my mackintosh in the cloakroom and was horrified to find that before leaving home I had failed to put on my jacket. The Headmistress, Miss Farrer, was disgusted to see me displaying my braces and rang up my mother to tell her I was improperly dressed. Rhona, our maid, came to the rescue and sped to Burnley on her Francis Barnett motorbike carrying the missing jacket.


I was never allowed to forget this event, any more than I was ever allowed to forget the time when we were out for the day in the car and I lost my purse with all my pocket money in it. My father stopped the car to allow it to be searched, but of the purse there was no trace. Bitter tears were shed. And then a mile or two down the road I took off my school cap and, lo and behold, my purse was sitting on my head where I had very sensibly placed it for safekeeping.


At Sunnybank there were brass studs on the bannisters to stop us sliding down them and Miss Farrer had a bad-tempered Scottish terrier which took a big piece out of Cynthia Forsyth’s face. In time the scar disappeared and all that was left was a pretty dimple but it was a very bloody business.


My father’s office was above Barclays Bank in Burnley, and if he wanted to see the manager, Mr Shutt, he walked down the stairs and straight in by the inside door. Once I was with him and he stormed in saying that he wanted to borrow quite a big sum of money and that he had not the slightest intention of providing any security. Mr Shutt replied: ‘Calm yourself, Mr Charles. Of course I don’t need security.’ Banking seems to have changed a bit since those days, and not in the interests of the customer. My father could be peppery, as he was on this memorable occasion, but he was very kind to me and rarely complained about my behaviour, even when sorely tried. He seldom gave me any advice, but he did tell me that there were only three things to avoid in life – calling the fire brigade, playing cards with men on trains and questioning the decisions of magistrates; and I would have saved myself much trouble had I accepted his advice on the first two counts. When I was old enough to know better I was accosted by an Irishman on the train from Manchester to Llandudno. He invited me to find the lady, which I did with great ease, until the moment came when I agreed to back my judgement with a five-pound note. And after marrying I had a minor fire at home which the local fire brigade attacked with enormous ferocity, doing great damage to the fabric of the building. The reason for my father’s advice regarding magistrates was that he had on one occasion appeared before a particularly crowded bench and after a long retirement the chairman returned to say they were equally divided. ‘But how’, said my father, ‘can you be equally divided when there are nine of you?’ ‘Very well Mr Waddington,’ said the chairman, ‘in that case we find against you.’


Pa suffered great provocation at the hands of my sisters Ann and Mary who used to get the most appalling school reports. My mother was so afraid of the effect that they might have on Pa were he to see them at breakfast-time, that she used to intercept the post and secrete the inflammatory literature until before dinner when he had settled down in his armchair with a large drink in his hand. Once, and only once, did Ma’s plan come unstuck and a report did fall in to Pa’s hands at breakfast. There was a major explosion after which Ann and Mary summoned Zoe and myself to a council of war in the dog kennel. They said we all had to run away to teach Pa a lesson. Happily, however, the scheme never got off the ground because of a shortage of rations for the journey.


Once Ma and Pa were summoned to Cheltenham and arraigned before the Headmistress, the terrible Miss Popham, who told them of Ann and Mary’s manifold sins and wickednesses. ‘But,’ said my mother, ‘they are very happy here.’ ‘Happy?!’ said Miss Popham. ‘That’s the whole trouble.’


My mother used to spend a lot of time railing against the weather – ‘Call this flaming June? It ought to be ashamed of itself’, ‘You would have thought it had more sense’, etc. It always seemed to me a somewhat exaggerated reaction as almost permanent rain seemed our lot in east Lancashire. Indeed we were told that it was because of the rain that the cotton industry had gone there in the first place and given us all a living.


As a child I spent a lot of time praying that there would not be another war. My parents spoke about the horrors of the Great War and their fears that another one would soon be on us. ‘Is it the crack of doom?’ my sister Mary asked when income tax went up in the 1938 budget; and in spite of the merry times, doom did not seem far away. I remember the eerie silence when all the traffic in Manchester Road stopped for the two-minute silence on each Armistice Day. It was as if the world was standing still. Then trenches were dug in Scott Park where the school went for its midday walk, and gas mask practices were held in the school yard. This was in the summer of 1938 and, although a month or two later Chamberlain came back from Germany saying there would be peace in our time, my parents did not believe a word of it.


In August 1939 we had our last family holiday together, staying at the Monreith Arms, Port William, in Wigtownshire. I travelled in my godfather Nunky’s new Rolls-Royce which was towing a trailer carrying the family bicycles. On the car wireless, the first I had ever seen, there were repeated renderings of ‘Roll out the barrel’ and ‘He was a handsome territorial’. At nearby Burrow Head an anti-aircraft unit was in training and on most days a target was towed overhead. We did not often see a hit. It was while we were in Scotland that the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact was signed and we all knew then that war was certain. On Friday 1 September, the day on which Poland was invaded, I went on the bus to Burnley with my mother and she bought black-out material from a little draper’s shop against the side of the very distinguished Market Hall, which was not destroyed by Hitler but by developers in the 1960s. On Sunday 3 September my father and I went down to the Mill in Padiham and we switched on the wireless on the board room table to hear Chamberlain say that there had been no reply to our ultimatum and we were at war.



















CHAPTER TWO


Away at School





Two weeks later I arrived at Cressbrook, a preparatory school in Kirkby Lonsdale. I was terribly homesick and wished I could die. The pain seemed never to leave me. It was there in the classroom, at play and, most of all, at night. I had a model aeroplane which was shot down by a boy armed with a spear. The event coincided with a visit from Nunky who in due course sent me a new plane, but it did not help the sickness. Things got a bit better as the weeks went by, but it was years before going back to school at the beginning of term did not reduce me to tears. In spite of all this I still remember sunny times and I made some very good friends. It is surprising that a few of us did not finish up in the mortuary for we spent our play time capering around on the school roof, throwing spears and lumps of lead at each other and swinging from the branches of trees. One particularly sensational exploit involved our leaping off the terrace, hoping that the homemade parachutes strapped to our backs would ease our landing. They did not.


Every Sunday we had to learn the collect for the day and many have stuck in my mind ever since, particularly ‘Stir up, we beseech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they, plenteously bringing forth the fruits of good works, may of thee be plenteously rewarded.’ This was learned on ‘Stir-up Sunday’ and after church we all went into the kitchen and stirred the Christmas Pudding. Most of our thoughts centred on food. They were hungry times and one boy with great strength of mind built a splendid stamp collection by swapping his tea-time buns for my Mozambique triangulars. If we were feeling ill we were sent up to the sick room and always received the same treatment – starvation. It was amazing how soon we got better.


In 1939 and for the first few months of 1940 the War did not impinge on our lives to any great extent, except that we were required to knit balaclava helmets for the Finns after Russia’s attack on that unfortunate country. I doubt whether my misshapen effort brought much delight to its Finnish recipient.


In the summer of 1940 we sat in the headmaster’s study listening to news of the evacuation from Dunkirk and the following winter we lay in bed hearing German bombers flying overhead on their way to the shipyards in Barrow. Back home for the Christmas holidays the passage running along the back of the house had been turned into an air raid shelter, and the valley between Blackburn and Burnley was embellished with barrage balloons, each of which was given a nickname leading to questions such as ‘Why isn’t Dickie up, today?’ An Ack-Ack battery was stationed at Simonstone and we had a few noisy nights during the Manchester blitz when the sky was red with the fires of Manchester and Salford, and shrapnel, presumably from anti-aircraft shells, fell on the barn roof. Pa had joined the Home Guard and was enjoying himself enormously, walking up and down outside the house wearing his tin hat and imagining he was back in the trenches.


Once a week Pa had to perform guard duty at the barracks in Burnley. Before leaving home my mother stuffed him full of raw carrots in the belief that it would help him see in the dark. The blackout meant that cars had virtually no lights, drivers being required, at that stage of the War, to cover almost all their headlights with cardboard.


When Hitler invaded Russia, Sykie, Cressbrook’s deputy head, told us to rejoice. Hitler would suffer the same fate as Napoleon and lose the War. I suppose he also told us that Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 was good news, but all I can remember about the end of 1941 and the beginning of 1942 was the sinking of the Prince of Wales and the Repulse off the east coast of Malaya and the fall of Singapore. They were disasters of enormous proportions and, although none of us doubted ultimate victory, we could not see it happening for many years.


Before I went away to school my sister Zoe and I used to quarrel a lot. But separation made the heart grow fonder and after I had gone away to Cressbrook the holidays found us inseparable. Once Zoe was so pleased I was coming home for the holidays she jumped into the air while running along the upstairs landing, hit the ceiling and knocked herself out.


My father bought a bicycle and together we cycled from Cressbrook to Sedbergh to see what was going to be my next school. I did not much like what I saw. I should have gone to Sedbergh in September 1943 but I fell off my bicycle and broke my leg so I did not arrive until January 1944. This turned out to be a considerable misfortune because seniority based on length of time at the school counted for a great deal and the chances of getting in to a senior position after only three years in the place were slight. I was faced with another more immediate problem. I was very well aware that my parents were hard up. They had sent all my sisters to Cheltenham Ladies’ College and my youngest sister Zoe was still there. So I had insisted on taking the scholarship to Sedbergh. The papers, however, turned out to be beyond my comprehension. (One of the questions I remember was ‘What is surrealism?’) I did so badly in the scholarship papers that when I arrived at Sedbergh I found I had been placed in the third form doing work which to me was infantile. Eventually I plucked up courage and told the form master, who was old, crusty and frightening, what I thought; and he was so amazed and amused at my temerity that he sent me round to the Headmaster. He was equally amused and promptly transferred me to lower fourth classical where I blossomed and was then swiftly transferred to the fifth form. It was very important to me because I had worked out exactly where I had to get to in order to take Higher School Certificate at seventeen and leave school before I was eighteen.


Sedbergh went in for cold baths and running up hills and had a discouraging motto ‘dura virum nutrix’ (A Hard Nurse of Men). Winder House faced Winder the hill which, towering above the town, was attacked almost daily by hundreds of boys. A friend told me the other day that he had been back to Sedbergh recently and at first could not grasp why the place looked so different. Eventually he realised that it was because Winder was covered in heather. In our day any heather was removed by boys’ bottoms as they slid down from the summit school-ward bound.


But in spite of the running and emphasis on sport, and in spite of the fact that I was once beaten for forgetting to bring a rugger ball back from the field and threatened with another beating for reading a history book by the side of the cricket pitch when I should have been watching the game, Sedbergh was certainly not ‘one of the more pointlessly sadistic public schools’ as it was described by The Observer in 1994. Headmaster John Bruce-Lockhart was quite forward-thinking and, recognising that there was excessive emphasis on prowess at games, particularly rugger where he himself and his sons had excelled, introduced school colours for music.


I enjoyed music at school, playing the piano and then the violin and the viola in the school orchestra. I transferred to the viola because it meant promotion of a sort – from second violin to first viola. A friend, Brian Hurst, played the cello. One night the bridge on his instrument broke with an awful report. Brian suffered from the schoolboy equivalent of shell shock.


Everybody had to join the JTC (Junior Training Corps) which was the old OTC (Officers’ Training Corps), renamed to bring it more in tune with the egalitarianism by then in vogue. I have a certificate to prove that I passed the examination for War Certificate A. I cannot think why because the examination was a nightmare. I was told to reassemble a Sten gun which lay in pieces at my feet. I thought the parts were a bit stiff or the barrel a bit thin but by standing on the butt I managed to apply sufficient extra pressure to force the breech block into place. I had achieved the almost impossible. The breech block was in the wrong way round.


VE Day plus one was a very special family occasion. It was the day of my sister Nancy’s marriage to an RAMC captain whom she had met as a nursing sister in Normandy very shortly after D-day. She had crossed the English Channel in an American ship, docking at Mulberry Harbour, and had then had a dangerous journey by lorry to Bayeux. It must have been very exciting but also very terrifying for a 22-year-old trained at Victoria Hospital, Burnley, who had known precious little of the world before becoming a nursing sister in the QAs.


In August 1945 my mother took Zoe and myself to London and we were there on VJ Day mingling in the enormous crowd outside Buckingham Palace. The Goring Hotel’s scrambled egg made from egg powder did not impress, but we relished seeing the King and Queen arrive at Parliament for the State Opening. Our London visit ended with a performance of ‘Perchance to Dream’ by Ivor Novello and not only did we sing ‘We’ll gather lilacs’ all the way home, we played it for months afterwards – Zoe on the squeeze-box, Ma on the piano and myself on the violin.


Back to Sedbergh where in 1946 we had a day off to enjoy the end of the War. The headmaster announced that we could go anywhere we wanted provided we did not use motor car, train or bus. It did not seem much of a bargain. Sedbergh, after all, was the back of beyond; twelve miles from Kendal, the nearest place with a cinema.


Plans were laid, and four of us walked to Sedbergh railway station, which was well outside the town, and boarded a waiting taxi. In Kendal we went into a pub and bought a pint of beer each and twenty cigarettes, and then proceeded to a picture house where we found four girls who were prepared to sit in the back row with us and let us have a few kisses. The taxi then whisked us back to where we had started, and from there we ran back to Winder House well pleased with ourselves. Unfortunately, one of our party decided to finish off his packet of Players in the boiler room. The packet and a few fag-ends were discovered by the man who did the stoking, and we were all for the high jump.


I had decided that the next year was to be my last at Sedbergh and was determined to do my best to get up to Oxford to read law. So it worked out. I was accepted by my father’s old college, Hertford, and found my way there in October 1947.



















CHAPTER THREE


Happy Times at Oxford





I do not know why I was so confident I would get in to Oxford that year. Men who had fought in the War were still coming home and were entitled to priority, and my sister Zoe had had a real struggle the previous year before, eventually getting a place to read medicine at Queen’s University, Belfast. But I felt in my bones that everything would turn out all right, and so it did. So at the beginning of October 1947 I caught a train to Oxford and on arriving at Hertford was directed to a gloomy set of rooms in the shadow of the bridge across New College Lane. There I met my roommate, Peter Nicholls, who for a year had, I fear, a lot to put up with from me.


Before long there was a knock on the door and I was recruited to play squash next day; another knock and I was joining OUCA (the Oxford University Conservative Association) and so it went on. It was the beginning of a time in my life when every day seemed to bring new excitements.


Over the years I learned to love north-east Lancashire but in 1947 it was rather shabby, dismal and damp and certainly not very exciting. By contrast, Oxford seemed bright and clean, warm and friendly and bustling with life and interest.


My studies were not demanding. I had to see my tutor once a week, read him an essay and go to one or two lectures, and that left plenty of time for politics and many other delights.


I am not sure whether I went up to Oxford determined to get involved in politics or whether it was something that happened after I arrived. At school I had been interested in public affairs and my house tutor, realising I was a voracious reader, had set me to keeping up to date his edition of Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, an enormous work on world events. But my parents were not over-concerned with politics and, although suitably shocked when the Clitheroe constituency went Labour in 1945, they rather disapproved of the Conservative candidate, mainly because he had absent-mindedly shaken hands with them twice in one afternoon.


I was very shy and terrified at the idea of speaking in public but I persuaded myself that I had to conquer conquer my fears. I went, therefore, to speaking classes and spoke in the Union. Too well as it turned out because my speech based on The Road to Serfdom by the relatively unknown Professor Hayek attracted the attention of the President, Sir Edward Boyle Bt, who promptly invited me to be one of the main speakers the following week. The result was a disaster. I cannot now remember the subject of the debate in which I was to take part, but when I told a friend that I had no idea what to say he suggested that we should go punting on the Cherwell and something would come to me. Nothing did and after a dismal performance I then had to endure the shame of dining with the other debaters whose eyes I felt never left me. Most of all, I was deeply ashamed that I had let myself down and, in later years, I often suffered greatly from a realisation that again I had done just that. It was a while before I summoned the courage to have another try in the Union, and when I did, and in similar situations in later life, I made sure that I knew as much about the subject to be discussed as anyone I was likely to encounter.


In those days the Union was a thriving institution and many of those taking part were later to make their mark in public life – Edward Boyle, Anthony Wedgwood Benn, Robin Day, Ludovic Kennedy and many more.


I cannot think why I persevered with public speaking when it made me so miserable, but persevere I did, and eventually I was twice rewarded. I got a career in politics and the law, and I got a wife. In those days OUCA used to send teams of speakers to help Conservative candidates in various parts of the country, and at Christmas 1947 I joined a team bound for Nelson & Colne because the constituency was close to my home. I lived at home but caught the first bus in the morning and joined the others in Nelson. During the day we held street corner meetings and harangued people at works’ gates. For the most part we were treated with good humour and nothing was thrown at us. At 5.30 p.m. we had high tea at the Lord Nelson Hotel and then repaired to one of the many conservative clubs to bore the beer drinkers and snooker players. The club secretary would call for silence and then ask the assembled company to give a hearing to some young gentlemen who had come all the way from Oxford to speak to them. Ninety-nine percent of the congregation was there for the beer and in no mood to be interrupted by the likes of us, and they were no more appreciative of our efforts than the weavers. But at the Brierfield Club I met the Conservative candidate Alan Green and his wife, and years later I met, first, their eldest daughter Hilary and then their second daughter Gill who, after a decent interval, I proceeded to marry. I then myself became the candidate for Nelson & Colne and by 1968 was the Member of Parliament. But more of that later.


Back to Oxford, and in January 1948 I was persuaded to take up rowing. Sitting in a boat on the Thames in the freezing cold was not a pleasurable experience but it was good to get some exercise, and I made some great friends outside politics. In the summer term I rowed in Eights Week and at Marlow Regatta and had a fine time.


In the summer of 1948 I went off to France with Nicholas Coleridge. We went by train to Paris and our party (it was a tour organised by the National Union of Students) went to a university refectory to get an evening meal. We were given a coupon which we exchanged for soup and black bread and then took the metro to the Gare de Lyon. The journey south overnight was very uncomfortable. The lucky ones were in very old first-class carriages sitting six instead of three a side; the less lucky lay down in the corridor. After a sleepless night we arrived in Marseilles, after which the train travelled along the coast to our destination in heat the like of which I had never before experienced. St-Aygulf was then a small village waiting to be rebuilt after suffering much damage when the Americans landed in the south of France in the summer of 1944. We slept in one of the buildings which had been shelled and were given a hunk of black bread for breakfast in a barn without a roof. A nice girl said that what we needed was ‘onny’, which when translated was ‘honey’, and we bought a communal pot which made the bread nearly edible.


In my second year at Oxford I had a room to myself and decided to throw a party. It was a big mistake. When everyone had settled down to drink and have food, I announced that I had to slip round to Oriel to see my friend John Morrison who was also having a party. I returned an hour or two later to find my party was still going strong but the room looked somewhat bare. It took me a moment or two to realise that several large pieces of furniture had been thrown through the window into Catte Street. The next day I was summoned before the Dean, John Armstrong. He had a very soft voice but his dulcet tones did not disguise the message. I would be sent down if I erred again.


At about this time Peter Emery, who had been on the Nelson & Colne tour, asked me if I would like to stand for the OUCA committee. He said that if I was interested he would look after my campaign. Canvassing was strictly forbidden so I did not see what campaigning needed to be done; but I said, rather weakly, that I was prepared to leave matters in his hands. I was mortified when the result was announced: Brown 14, Collins 15, Jones 23, Snooks 4, Taylor 3, Waddington 148. Nowadays it would be called ‘overkill’.


Years later Peter entertained me most generously both in London and in his constituency, Honiton, where I went to speak for him. But I was a bit disappointed with his hospitality in Oxford. He invited me out to lunch and took me to the BR (British Restaurant) in Gloucester Green. The BR, which was located in a Nissen hut, provided meagre meals for less than a shilling, helping people to eke out their rations.


In those days Gloucester Green was a rather seedy part of Oxford and home to the bus station. There was a pub there with a bad reputation which was frequently raided by the proctors. John Addleshaw, head of the Manchester chambers which I was later to join, told me that when he was an undergraduate he was in the pub when one of these raids took place; and the landlord’s wife invited him to hide under her skirts. He accepted the invitation but the experience persuaded him never to marry.


I decided fairly early on in my time at Oxford that I was going to become a barrister, mainly because a career at the Bar could, I thought, be more easily reconciled with being an MP than life as a solicitor. So when my father rang me to say he was giving up his solicitor’s practice in Burnley to become county court registrar and wanted to know whether on the sale of his practice he should make provision for me to become a partner in the firm, I told him he had no need do so.


My father treated his former partners generously and they in their turn were very helpful to me. By a gentleman’s agreement they undertook to provide me and my family with free legal services and they honoured that promise punctiliously, as have their successors in the practice. I am immensely grateful to them.


At about this time I joined the Pullen Society, named after Josiah Pullen, a particularly undistinguished former principal of Hertford whose only claim to fame was that the Pullen Tree on the outskirts of Oxford had been named after him. The society was open to members who did not blow their own trumpets.


It was the done thing to keep a little drink in one’s room for the entertainment of callers and this was invariably South African sherry which one could buy from the college buttery for five shillings a bottle. The food in college was poor but when in training the rowing eight received sumptuous fare. After one boat club dinner we tried to hit golf balls from the front quad at Hertford over the library in to All Souls. We weren’t entirely successful.


A term was wasted because I fell in love. All I could do was sit on my window-sill looking down onto Catte Street hoping for Marigold to go by. My friends called her Poppy. It was rather an involved joke connected with her very beautiful dark complexion. My mother only made one visit to Oxford when I was there, and when I was escorting her across the high street I spotted Marigold about 150 yards away. I could not resist pointing her out to my mother and was very offended when she sniffed and said: ‘It looks to me as if she could do with a good wash.’


Eventually I became President of OUCA and at the end of my Presidential term was responsible for the proper conduct of the election of my successor, and of the other officers and committee. The result of the presidential election was surprising. While all the well-known candidates had obtained only a modest number of votes, a Mr Christopher Vere Tombs of Oriel College got 220. That would not have mattered greatly had it not transpired that Mr Tombs, proposed by Cranley Onslow and seconded by John Morrison, was the statue in the front quad at Oriel. Cranley later became chair-man  of the 1922 Committee. John, the second Viscount Dunrossil, was one of my predecessors as Governor of Bermuda.


Looking back on my time in Oxford I can remember sitting up into the middle of the night debating the ills of the world and the shortcomings of the Labour government, which seemed to be making a mess of everything it touched. Countries which had suffered defeat and occupation were already well on the way to economic recovery while we remained enmeshed in a web of controls designed to make life as uncomfortable as it had been in the middle of the War. Those who dared attack the accepted wisdom of the day – that the man in Whitehall knew best – were derided, insulted and referred to as vermin. The patronising arrogance of some of the Labour politicians was beyond belief. When the Minister of Food, Dr Edith Summerskill, was asked in the House of Commons why there was no Stilton in the shops she replied: ‘The function of the Ministry of Food is not to pander to an acquired taste but to ensure that the people who have never had time to acquire these tastes are suitably fed.’ No wonder we laughed when, after she had challenged an undergraduate called Prentice to tell the difference between a piece of margarine and a pat of butter, a special tasting was arranged and Prentice emerged triumphant. No wonder many of that generation grew up with an abiding hatred of socialism, with all its bossy advocates, and took a great delight in cutting down to size people like Hugh Dalton who, on a visit to Oxford, was reminded by an impious undergraduate that at Eton he had been known as ‘Crab’ Dalton because he always had to cling to the nearest wall to avoid being kicked in the backside.


About this time Lord Woolton made a broadcast in which he said he wanted the day to return when a chap could buy his girl a box of sweets. When a Labour politician criticised the speech in a Union debate, saying that his father had had eight children and their family had never been able to afford a box of sweets, he was told by another irreverent student that no doubt his father could have afforded sweets if he had not kept his brains in his balls and he could not blame Woolton for that.


I do not know which of the visiting Conservative politicians-made the greatest impression on me. I know who made me laugh the most – Lady Astor. In one speech she set out to illustrate the point that all of us are born different with different intelligences; and that equality was, therefore, unachievable. ‘I have two sons,’ she said. ‘Put one down in darkest Africa and he will come out leading the natives. Put the other down in Piccadilly Circus and he can’t find his way home – and I only live round the corner.’


Bob Boothby was one of our favourites. His support for a united Europe which would never again tear itself apart in war gave us an idealistic theme when we were bored of just thumping Labour for its arrogant incompetence. We looked forward to France, Germany, the Benelux countries and Italy forming a close federation with their industries so intertwined they could not make war against each other – however much they wanted to do so. Britain would help them with their endeavours and would be the bridge between Europe, the Commonwealth and America. We never thought for one moment that Britain should become a member of a united Europe at the cost of abandoning her Commonwealth and worldwide commitments. Anyone who had suggested anything of the sort would have been thought to have taken leave of his senses.


I had an impressive list of speakers for my term as president. The great disappointment was Viscount Simon who afterwards complained bitterly that he had been questioned by members of the audience about his past. In fact, the audience had been very restrained and I could not understand how someone in his position could resent being questioned about the years of appeasement and his actions at that time.



















CHAPTER FOUR


Life in the Army





In the summer of 1950 I went on holiday to Corsica and Italy and arrived home to find that my Bar final course at Gibson & Weldons had already started. I set off for London and found lodgings in Notting Hill. Then I fell on my feet. John Morrison’s father, Shakes Morrison, who became Speaker of the House of Commons before being elevated to the peerage as Viscount Dunrossil, offered me the use of his flat in the Inner Temple. My fellow lodgers in Notting Hill could hardly believe their eyes when I showed them my new ‘digs’.


Rationing was, however, still very severe and one person living alone had to use a great deal of ingenuity to avoid going hungry. The weekly meat ration from a butcher in Fetter Lane provided one good meal. I used to enjoy fried onions – just fried onions – for one or two other meals.


I took the Bar finals examination in December 1950 and it could not have been very testing because I passed with little difficulty. But when, wanting to get my national service over as quickly as possible, I tried to get called up for the army, I found no one in any great hurry to have me. Eventually, after a frustrating wait, I was ordered to attend an interview at Preston in the course of which I was asked which part of the army I wanted to join. I found it very difficult to answer given my rudimentary grasp of matters military, but I did not fancy walking, so murmured something about the Armoured Corps. ‘The Royal Armoured Corps, please’ said the officer rather testily and a few weeks later I received a rail warrant and orders to report to the 67th Training Regiment, RAC, Hadrian’s Camp, Carlisle.


In time I came to enjoy the army but the first few weeks brought no merriment. All day long we were marched up and down the barracks square and bawled at by terrifying sergeants. I longed for the occasional smoke break spent propped up against the nearest building. One day we were taken to the gym where the instructor paired us off according to size and told us to get boxing. I took a swing at my opponent, who promptly turned his back on me and trotted off round the edge of the ring. For the next two minutes I was hot in pursuit, flailing at his fleeing figure. Eventually we were deemed trained, after which those of who were considered potential officers were sent to a hut of our own to await a summons to WOSB (War Office Selection Board) at Barton Stacey.


While queuing up to get my paybook on my first day in the army I had got into conversation with a fellow recruit called Geoffrey Wheeler who asked me what regiment I was going to join. He, it appeared, had already applied for the XII Royal Lancers and I, having no knowledge of that, or for that matter any other regiment, thought I might as well apply for the 12th as well. The upshot was that a few weeks later the two of us were in a 15 cwt truck heading for Barnard Castle where the regiment was stationed. I thought we were going for an interview but instead we were invited to lunch in the officers’ mess during which we were asked a few questions and our table manners observed. We were then told that if commissioned we would be welcome as members of the regiment.


I then continued my life of ease in the potential officers’ hut. No one took any notice of us and we kept ourselves to ourselves lest anyone should come along and give us anything strenuous to do. One Sunday I decided to go to the pictures in Carlisle – Mammy starring Al Jolson. Some hours later I walked back to the camp and when passing the Orderly Room was put under close arrest. I, along with five other potential officers had, unbeknown to ourselves, been detailed for guard duty. The next day we appeared before the squadron leader and were given seven days CB.


There then followed one of the more unpleasant weeks in my life. CB, I discovered, involved a lot more than being ‘confined to barracks’. It involved parading in full kit every hour or two with the threat of further days CB for any lapses such as dirty webbing, imperfectly shined boots or the like. Terrified that I would spend the rest of my days on ‘jankers’ I worked unceasingly on my outfit and eventually, to my intense embarrassment, was paraded before everyone else serving punishment as a model ‘jankers’ man.


Our first parade was at 5 a.m. after which we had to carry out various fatigues. One morning I was given the best job of all, cleaning the Adjutant’s office; and while doing so I took advantage of one of the perks of the job, access to the Adjutant’s in-tray. There I read a memorandum commenting on the fact that some potential officers had been awarded CB and that never again should young soldiers who had undergone punishment be allowed to go forward to WOSB.


When still waiting for WOSB, I went to the same squadron leader who had awarded me CB and asked for compassionate leave to go to London to be called to the Bar. In retrospect I can see it was pretty cheeky and so thought the squadron leader. I do not think he believed a word I was saying. But eventually he said I could go on the understanding that if I did not return with the clearest possible evidence that I had indeed been called to the Bar, the most appalling consequences would follow.


A few days later I took the train to London and I went to see the under-treasurer of Gray’s Inn, Mr O. Terry, who looked at me as if I had crawled out from under a stone and said that he had never heard a more ridiculous proposition than that I should be called to the Bar the following night. For a start I had to be sponsored by two Masters of the Bench and there was not a chance of my getting two benchers to do so in the few hours remaining before the ceremony was to take place.


I had visions of months, if not years, in the guardroom at Carlisle, polishing my boots and webbing until I was old and bald, and, in despair, I rang my father. He said that he did not know what to advise, but Mr Justice Ormerod might be able to help. Ben Ormerod was an old boy of Blackburn Grammar School and had been a county court judge in the Blackburn and Burnley area before promotion to the High Court. He was the local boy made good and my last hope. I looked up Ormerod in the telephone book and set out in my battle dress and beret to see the great man. On the doorstep I explained who I was and what I wanted, and the judge said that he could not sponsor me because he was not a bencher of Gray’s Inn, but his friend, Hubert Wallington, was a Gray’s Inn man and he would give him a ring. Mr Justice Wallington invited me to call round at his home and within the hour I had one of the signatures I needed and an introduction to Master Salt who, before the night was out, had provided me with the other one. My visit must have greatly impressed Mr Justice Wallington because two years later, when I started practising in Manchester and he was one of the High Court judges who regularly came there on Assize, he kept inviting me to lunch at the judges’ lodgings. This was a rare mark of favour which greatly impressed other beginners at the Bar and it later turned out that the old boy had, right at the outset, misheard my name and had been proceeding on the assumption that I was the eldest son of his dear sister Emily.


The next morning I returned to Gray’s Inn in triumph, but my troubles were not over. Mr O. Terry tried to erect various new obstacles to my being called, such as the absence of a dinner jacket, but nothing was going to stop me now. I had got my signatures and called I was going to be; and called I was. Then, as now, students and barristers sat down for dinner in messes of four and at the appropriate time each member of the mess had to toast the three other members by name. For years I kept the piece of paper on which I had written the names of the members of my mess. Each name except mine was completely unpronounceable. My three companions all came from West Africa where I suppose they returned in due course to be Prime Minister or shot for treason – or both.


In those days the call ceremony was not very impressive. The hall and chapel at Gray’s Inn had both been destroyed in the Blitz and I had eaten my dinners to qualify for call in a bare lecture room with trestle tables. In that same room I was now called as an ‘Utter Barrister’. The next morning I wrung out of Terry a certificate evidencing what had happened and back in Carlisle presented it to a very surprised squadron leader.


Shortly after this episode I attended WOSB. I was required to climb a few ropes, negotiate an obstacle course and be interviewed about my hobbies and ambitions. I was then told that I had passed and would be going to Mons Officer Cadet School at Aldershot with a view to being commissioned in the cavalry.


At Mons, RSM Brittain was responsible for licking us in to shape. He not only had the loudest voice in the British Army, he also had an eagle eye. Once, when we were rehearsing for the passing out parade of the squad immediately senior to ours, he spotted something seriously amiss in the mass of soldiery before him. ‘You,’ he bellowed, ‘third man from the left in the second rank – your rifle’s cocked – pull the trigger.’ The man in question was a scruffy individual called Simon Plunkett. He was a Walter Mitty type character who had spread the rumour that he had flown in the RAF and that he was the brother of Shaun Plunkett, a much admired model. Simon pondered for a moment but another bellow from Brittain convinced him there was no way out. He pulled the trigger. There was a loud bang. The Sergeant closest to Plunkett was temporarily deafened and at first could not hear Brittain bawling that Plunkett be put under close arrest, but eventually a posse of other NCOs descended on him and he was marched away to the Guard Room.


This incident, and another round about that time, convinced me that whatever I was I was not a member of the upper classes. For some weeks the weather had been cold and we were being drilled each morning in full battle dress. Then quite suddenly the weather improved and on the barrack square the Drill Sergeant’s first command was ‘shirt sleeve order’. We set about taking off our battle dress tops and rolling up our shirt sleeves and the operation proceeded calmly until the drill sergeant’s eyes lighted on Viscount Lumley. ‘Dirty elbows, Mr Lumley, Sir.’ Viscount Lumley later became the Earl of Scarborough and performed with great dignity numerous high offices, but never with bare arms.


Eventually the time drew near when, if all went well, I would pass out from Mons and become a commissioned officer, but I had no great confidence in my abilities and whenever anyone was RTU’d (returned to unit) I thought ‘there but for the grace of God go I’. It was in this frame of mind that I conveyed to my parents an invitation to attend the passing out parade but accompanied it with a warning that my own chances of passing out were not great. It was, therefore, with some embarrassment that I told them on their arrival at Aldershot that, not only was I to pass out, I was to be awarded the Stick as best cadet.


The night before the parade RSM Brittain drilled me personally, teaching me how I was to walk up the steps in slow time and take the Stick from the Field Marshal. He was not enthusiastic about my performance, at one point crying out in desperation ‘your bottom waggles, sir.’ But the next day all went reasonably well until after the parade was over when I was told that I had to introduce my parents to the Field Marshal.


There was one immediate problem. I was not sure how I should handle my rifle in this more informal setting; in particular I had not the faintest idea whether I should or should not present arms. So with great presence of mind I hid my rifle under a bush growing conveniently close to the top of the steps where the Field Marshal was still standing. I then joined my parents and took them up to the Field Marshal. He was very friendly and said to my father: ‘I do hope your son will consider making the army his career.’ ‘Not on your life,’ said my father, ‘he has cost me a fortune studying for the Bar and to the Bar he is going.’


The next stop was Bovington in Dorset, the headquarters of the Royal Armoured Corps, and after that came the excitement of getting measured for my uniform in London. The ‘warm weather’ mess dress was a very fetching white jacket and shirt with scarlet cummerbund, overalls with a double yellow stripe down the side and black boots with spurs. There was also a flat hat and a side hat of scarlet with gold piping.


Embarkation leave ended with my parents taking me by taxi to Liverpool where the following day I was to board the Empress of Australia, bound for Singapore. But then came a most terrible humiliation. The ship cast off, slewed across the dock and hit the other side, seriously damaging a propeller. Two thousand soldiers who had just embarked had then to disembark and be dispatched to various camps in the north-west while the damage was repaired. I went to Saighton Camp near Chester. A fortnight of route marches followed, by which time it was plain that it was still going to be weeks before the propeller was ready. So we were sent home with our tails between our legs.


I got my trunk as far as Manchester, crossed from London Road to Victoria Station with it, put it in the luggage van on the train to Burnley and settled down in the compartment next door. I arrived at Burnley to find the trunk had gone. Apparently someone had concluded that Burnley via Bury and Ramsbottom was not the quickest route to Singapore, the destination for which the trunk was labelled. It took a few weeks to sort out that little problem, by which time the ship was ready to sail; so to Liverpool I returned.


I was responsible for a troop deck which was home for 130 men. There were long tables across the floor at which they were to eat and hooks in the ceiling from which they were to hang their hammocks. In the best of conditions it would have taken the men a while to get used to sleeping in hammocks, but a day out from Liverpool we ran into a storm and by the time we got to the Bay of Biscay there was not a man capable of carrying out any duties, and conditions on the troop deck were squalid beyond belief. But at last the ship rounded Cape St Vincent, and soon we were in good order and in a holiday mood.


The ship was to have refuelled at Port Said but at the end of 1951 Britain was coping with the first Suez crisis and it was decided to stop at Algiers instead. I remember how beautiful were the gardens facing the quay and how immaculate and prosperous-looking was the centre of the city. (I returned in 1968 as an MP to find it had changed out of all recognition – dirty, drab and squalid.) Orders went out that no one was to enter the Casbah in the interests of their own safety. Two hours later the place was full of soldiers. I know. I saw it for myself.


The Suez Canal was not a pretty sight, the banks being lined by masturbating Egyptians – a very exhausting form of political protest which I have never seen repeated. An enterprising subaltern dressed up as an Arabian potentate entered the ship’s dining room. He was announced gravely as the Ding of Dong, and proceeded to the Captain’s table. There the Captain politely gave up his chair to him and stood blushing like a bride while The Ding (otherwise 2nd Lt Piers Dennis) ate his turkey.


Next stop was Aden where we had another day’s shore leave. I took a fancy to a dinner service, bought it and arranged for it to be sent to my parents as a present. It was not a good move and led to my father complaining bitterly that he had to pay a large sum as demurrage because of the consignment languishing for some weeks on Liverpool Docks. When I arrived home a year and a half later I found the dinner service unused, at the back of a bedroom cupboard, and a few years after that it was given back to me as a wedding present.


On Christmas Day 1951 we arrived at Colombo and I met my first snake charmer sitting on his haunches outside the Galle Face Hotel. On New Year’s Day 1952 we sailed into Singapore harbour through a veil of rain but, before docking, ran in to a bit of trouble. OC Troops had ordered all baggage to be brought up on deck and put on the port side, but this led to the ship leaning over in that direction and being unable to get alongside in an orderly fashion. An exasperated captain then countermanded the order and after half the baggage had been moved to starboard we tied up and went ashore. A few hours later, after being issued with a side-arm, I was on a train bound for Ipoh in Penang.


We were in Malaya to take part in a fight against a communist insurgency which had begun not long after Britain, the colonial power, had arrived back on the Malayan peninsular at the end of the War. A plan had been laid for Malaya to be retaken by ground forces in 1945, but the collapse of Japan after the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by atom bombs meant that the British did not re-enter Malaya as conquerors but as representatives of a recently defeated colonial power. Many Chinese (the Chinese forming a large minority of the population) had fought the Japanese throughout the War from their jungle hide-outs and soon there was a communist-led movement, the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA) determined to seize power from the British by force. By 1950 there were about 40,000 British and Commonwealth troops in the country, and we had come to join them. The British Army had enough on its hands with war in Korea so there was a fair chance of anyone being called up in 1951 seeing some action. I felt extremely lucky: I had already seen parts of the world which I had never in my wildest dreams thought I would be able to visit. No one then thought that world travel would soon be commonplace, and I felt truly privileged to be visiting countries which I thought few others would ever have a chance of seeing.


The time came for the train to leave Singapore and we set off into the darkness with armed guards on the platform at the end of each carriage, peering into the surrounding jungle and longing for a burst of fire as the prelude to a pitched battle and the winning of much glory. But on this occasion, as on so many others, the opportunity for glory never came: and at two in the morning we arrived at Ipoh. Transport was there to take us to the 12th Royal Lancers RHQ. There I was taken to a room in a straw-roofed hut and as I arrived a young subaltern sat up in one of the two beds and said: ‘I am David Duckworth and you’re the fellow who stuck a compass in my sister’s bottom at Sunnybank School, Burnley!’ I had forgotten the incident but at the time it had led to fearsome punishment, and it ought to have stuck in my mind as the point of the compass had stuck in Rachel’s posterior. She was a nice girl and at the time I felt she should have taken my attentions as a compliment.


I did not stay in Ipoh long – but long enough to learn something of the eccentricities of the Commanding Officer, Lt Col Horsburgh-Porter. On mess nights, subalterns were required to perform feats of bravery like jumping off the first floor terrace and grasping the trunk of a nearby tree to slow their descent to the ground. In calmer moments we were set the almost impossible task of dislodging lizards from the ceiling of the mess with the end of a long brush and catching them in free fall. The regiment had arrived in Singapore in August 1951 and consisted of twenty-five officers and 470 other ranks, 35 per cent of whom were National Servicemen conscripted for two years. It was deployed in three principal locations – Ipoh, Taiping and Raub, with a detached troop at Kuantan and another up in the Cameron Highlands.


After a week or two I set off to join ‘B’ Squadron at Raub and there served happily under the squadron leader, John Clark Kennedy. The officers were housed in the government Rest House, and a fellow subaltern was John Lang, later Dean of Lichfield. Then I went to Kuantan for a few weeks. It was off Kuantan that the Prince of Wales and the Repulse had been sunk on 10 December 1941 and it was on the padang at Kuantan that in February 1952 we paraded for the funeral of King George VI. The Sultan’s palace was at Pekan and we were summoned there one night to hear his complaint that his polo ponies had been blown up by a landmine on the road to Ipoh.


Back in Raub one of my jobs was taking consignments of gold from the local mine to Kuala Lumpur. The officer in command travelled in a Daimler armoured car with a driver and gunner and we were accompanied by an armoured personnel carrier with a driver and about half a dozen men. Once, on arriving in KL, we drove into the car park adjoining the NAAFI and, with a breezy ‘carry on sergeant’, I nipped across the road to the railway station to have a drink. When I returned I found the whole troop under arrest. They had abandoned the vehicles without a guard and had themselves gone for a drink. I felt entirely responsible and on returning to HQ made this absolutely plain to the commanding officer. Not for the first time, I found that the army mind did not work quite as mine. I was told in no uncertain terms that the day for my martyrdom had not arrived and that in the colonel’s view I was in no way to blame for what had occurred. If a sergeant was told to carry on, that meant that or, rather, it meant the opposite of that. He had not to carry on. He had to stop carrying on and do his duty even if that meant denying himself a drink, etc., etc.


‘B’ Squadron then returned to Ipoh and the routine was dawn patrols along the roads surrounding the town. A few days later Julian Brougham was orderly officer and said he didn’t feel well. I said I’d relieve him if he didn’t improve and an hour or two later when I went to see him he was so obviously ill I called the doctor. The next day he died of polio. A short time later I was on guard duty and had to wake a fellow officer to tell him that his wife had also died from the same cause.


In October 1951 Sir Henry, the High Commissioner, had been murdered by communist bandits, and Sir Gerald Templar had been sent out to replace him. Already, vigorous policies launched before his arrival were beginning to bear fruit. Isolated villages were being shut down and the inhabitants moved lock, stock and barrel to newly built villages surrounded with barbed wire and watch towers. In this way the terrorists were prevented from preying on the villagers and demanding food and other supplies from them. But descending on a village at dawn and herding terrified men and sobbing women and children into lorries with only what they could carry was not a pleasant task.


The new High Commissioner soon began to make his mark. He set about seeing that the police were reorganised and retrained, took steps to see that intelligence was properly coordinated and that the information services were smartened up so that people knew what was going on and why. Gerald Templar was very popular with all who had dealings with him. He was particularly nice to junior officers, full of enquiries about their families, careers and ambitions. On one occasion I was responsible for providing an escort for him and, over a meal in a village hall, engaged him in conversation. He was limping badly and I asked him at what stage in the War he had been wounded. ‘Wounded?’ he said. ‘I was getting a grand piano out of the mess at Naples ready for our move up to Rome when someone dropped it on my foot.’


One of my troopers was of hideous aspect with broken and blackened teeth. And I discovered why. We stopped at a roadside café for a drink and rather than wait for the man who brought the beer to produce a bottle opener, he struck the bottle forcibly against his bottom teeth and the beer foamed forth.


My next posting was to the Cameron Highlands to command an enlarged troop responsible for escorting food lorries up and down the hill. My troop sergeant, Sergeant Greetham, had won a Military Medal in North Africa during the War, and no one could have had finer support. The village or township of the Cameron Highlands was spread out around a golf course and two rather fine hotels, and at 5,000 feet the temperature was superb. From one end of the village a road wound its way down to the plain. At the other end there was a police post at a gap in the wire surrounding most of the settlement and the dirt road then meandered away across the plateau for thirty miles or so past various tea plantations managed by intrepid Europeans in almost permanent fear of their lives. Some had gone native and had Malay or Chinese girlfriends or wives. Most seemed to get their sustenance from gin or, in one case, cherry brandy.
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