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         You are what you eat. Not just the food on your plate that you take in through your mouth and digest with your stomach – the whole world around you that you take in through your eyes and ears and digest with your brain. What would you be without it? Contentless. A camera with an unexposed film. A set of possibilities framed by your genetic inheritance, but never realised. A something unshaped and unformed. A nothing.

         You might make an environment out of very little. An orphan cast away at birth on a desert island would no doubt construct a self of some kind out of the wind and the surf, the bare rocks and the seabirds. How much richer and more formative his surroundings would become, though, when Man Friday arrives. More than anything else, surely, it’s the other human beings in our lives who make us who we are.

         Each of them, for a start, is a life-size model of oneself, a picture of how one appears to the outside world. Which is striking enough. But the second most noticeable thing about them is that they are not oneself – not pictures or reflections. They are totally different – genetically different sets of possibilities, each shaped by a different environment. One of the things that makes that environment different is that it contains a different selection of other people. Each of whom has been shaped by yet another environment and another selection of people that they in their turn have to deal with.

         There’s something slightly comic about this in my case. One of the things that preoccupied me when I was a child was trying to make a man. Or at least a dummy. Over and over again on wet afternoons I would lay out clothes on the floor and fill them with cushions and towels, then make a head out of a pair of underpants stuffed with socks and put a papier-mâché mask on the front of it. This is more or less how I have spent a lot of my professional life since, of course, making men and women, but out of words and sentences instead of cushions and socks. And all the time, I realise now I look back on it, I was being moulded into shape myself by the people around me.

         I started thinking, late in life, about all these people I have come into contact with in the past eighty years or so, and who have made me what I am, for better or for worse, and this life of mine what it has been. Some have had a profound effect, some a small and passing one. Some have had no real effect that I’m conscious of, but remain part of my mental fabric because my recollection of them is for some reason so vivid.

         It was my parents, of course, who shaped the beginnings of my life, and I’ve written about them at some length already. In fact I’ve devoted a whole book to them, which also contains an account of the friend who had the most powerful effect on my adolescence, and two of my schoolteachers. But what about all the people who have composed my world since? All the tutors and lecturers who have taught me, all my fellow students who gave me such intriguing glimpses into their own subjects – architecture in particular, psychology, anthropology? Then there are the colleagues I have worked with – the editors who have improved my books, the producers, directors and actors who have brought my plays to life. And all the other people I have had dealings with, who made me see things their way or react against it, who coloured the bald outlines of the world around me right or wrong, serious or ridiculous, agreeable or disagreeable. I seem to be a particularly influenceable subject – a natural lieutenant, always ready to follow people who are by nature leaders, always eager to be diverted by passing attractions.

         So I should like to say a brief word about a few of these people who have made my world, and me with it, before my memory finally goes. I owe so much to so many of them – and there’s so little that I can remember doing for them in return. What follows isn’t intended as biographies of them, comprehensive accounts of their lives for the historical record, nor as they see themselves – just a few impressions of my own passing contacts with them, as fleeting as snapshots. I showed the results to the ones who are still alive, and to the surviving relatives of those who aren’t. I’ve incurred even more debts all round for the tolerance and generosity of their responses and for the many suggestions and corrections they’ve made.

         My choice out of all the possible candidates is pretty capricious. One or two of my closest and most enduring friends, certainly; but not others, more or less equally close and enduring. One or two people who left traces of themselves in the fictitious characters I invented professionally. One or two simply because the memory of them amused me. One or two for no good reason at all.

         There’s one aspect of the selection that seems not so much capricious as weird: there are almost no women in it. I should have expected some sort of disparity, because there were relatively few women in the sexually segregated world in which I grew up. An all-boys school followed by all-male military service. A university with, in those days, nine men to every one woman. A job in a newspaper reporter’s room where all my colleagues but one were men. The wonder, now I look back on it, is that I ever came into contact with any women at all.

         But of course I did, in spite of everything. My first girlfriend makes her appearance in the memoir of my parents, and so does my first wife. That tiny minority of women students at Cambridge, isolated like another species in just two out of the twenty-four colleges, had a powerful impact on me – no doubt in part precisely because of their rarity. Some of the women that I did get to know marked my life at least as much as any of the men. My three daughters, for instance – but you can’t write about your own children! My second wife – but you can’t write about your own wife!

         Even with all the others, it seems to me, there’s often a difficulty. A difference in gender is like a difference in electrical polarity. Not so, I know, for a lot of people, but I don’t think I can ever quite escape an awareness of that difference – always intriguing, however faint. The more likely the relationship is to have an effect on you the less likely it is to resemble an ordinary friendship, and the more likely that slight intriguing tingle is to resemble the force that arcs between two thunderclouds. Ordinary friendships are open and you can tell the world about them – past friendships, present friendships. At the heart of a love affair, though, is surely something that can’t be made public – while to talk about it without giving any account of that something seems an even worse betrayal. Then again a love affair is exclusive; former lovers, or their later partners, may not want to hear so much as any reference made to the feelings of the past. You can have many friendships at the same time and they can run on for years, become closer or more remote, be forgotten and renewed, fade quietly away. More than one love affair at a time and there’s trouble – and that single relationship either develops into a bond that ends only in death, or is broken off short in one painful way or another.

         So, it’s really only half a world I’m describing, and half I’m remaining awkwardly mute about. I’ve included just one woman from among my teachers, and one with whom my relationship survived and evolved to become a friendship, or so I thought, though in view of what happened later perhaps I was deceiving myself. I showed an earlier draft of this introduction to Claire, my wife, who has some particular authority in the matter, partly because she is who she is in my life, partly because she is a biographer by trade herself, and one who has managed to write perfectly well in her own memoirs about the men as well as the women in her life – including me. She found my explanation as baffling as what I was trying to explain. So I thought about it again and in the end added at any rate one piece in which I made an attempt to overcome my inhibition.

         One of the men I’ve included is perhaps the closest acquaintance of all – myself. Considered not as a person, though, but as a physical object. Your own body, after all, plays a leading part in the show of which it’s also the audience. It’s not only the instrument of your consciousness, it’s the source of a lot of what you’re conscious of – pains and pleasures, information about its disposition in space, its approach to action and its understanding of the results – the ever-present background to your waking world. You take it pretty much for granted – at any rate until something goes wrong – but it’s a part of the environment at least as important in making you what you are as the people and things around you. So, among all those others in my life, a word about the world’s most endangered species, its only extant non-other.
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         I opened my eyes and found a strange young man standing in front of my fireplace – a slim, elegant figure with a distinctive aureole of golden hair who seemed to have materialised as magically as an angel in a story, and to be as perfectly at home on my hearth. I knew at once who it was, even though I had never set eyes on him before. This was in Cambridge in, I think, the autumn of 1955, and my visitant was the most famous undergraduate in the university, the man everyone wanted to meet. It was my first sight of Bamber Gascoigne, and the start of a friendship that would last for the next sixty years.

         He seemed to be amused at my confusion. ‘Aren’t you coming to your own party?’ he said.

         My party …? Oh, my party – yes! I was giving it with a friend of mine in the same college as Bamber, and I had been looking forward to it most particularly because my co-host had invited him. But after we had set everything out I had evidently felt so exhausted by all that drawing of corks and polishing of glasses that I had gone back to my own room to have a brief preparatory nap. And failed to wake up. Bamber had probably been enjoying the party, since he was naturally sociable and had a talent for enjoying more or less everything he did. It was entirely characteristic of his sweetness of nature, though – and perhaps also of his curiosity about what kind of person it was who threw a party and then failed to turn up for it – that it was he who had volunteered to leave it and walk all the way across Cambridge to fetch me.

         It was inevitable, now that I had met him, that I should be immediately captivated by his charm. Everyone was, then and ever after. Actually it was something more elusive and more precious than charm; it was grace. That golden aureole of his seemed to be lit by a radiance that emanated from himself, and a little of it spilled over on to everyone he met. He infected us all with his pleasure in life. He made you feel that you were giving him pleasure – that you were the very person he had been hoping at that very moment to meet. It took a little time, though, to discover what was concealed beneath that golden surface – a heart no less golden.

         I learned so much from him over the years – or tried to. Whenever I have been uncertain how to behave, socially or morally, I have found myself, without any conscious decision, wondering what Bamber would do. Though not always then managing to do it.

         I was in my second year at Cambridge when we met, he in his first. What had made him so famous? As I recalled it when I started on this piece, it was because of a revue he had written. But a little research among ancient engagement diaries showed me to my surprise that the revue came a year later. He was famous already. How? Why? I don’t know. He just was. Was and always had been. He certainly had been at school, which is why his arrival in Cambridge had been anticipated and reported upon. The revue, Share My Lettuce, made him a lot more famous still. Revue was a long-standing tradition at Cambridge; the Footlights May Week show transferred to the West End for a couple of weeks each summer and kept the entertainment industry supplied with new talent. The show that Bamber wrote (and directed) was intended more modestly for an audience in his own college, Magdalene (opening number: ‘Dagdalene in Magdalene’), and done with a scratch cast from the college (my friend and fellow party-giver, Michael Collings, among them), but it was performed in the professionally equipped theatre of the university’s Amateur Dramatic Club, and, as people in the business used to say, it took the town.

         Like its creator, it had charm – a modest, light-hearted, sweet-natured freshness that simply caught people’s fancy. Years later, an immensely successful advertising man who had once acted in undergraduate productions told me sadly, ‘You’re never as famous as you are at Cambridge.’ And now this magic spotlight had fallen on someone who was famous already. He was in demand as never before.

         A young London theatre producer who was struggling to get a footing in the business, Michael Codron, came to see the show, was captivated, and put it on in the West End, with two stars, Maggie Smith and Kenneth Williams. Much later, when Michael had become the most adventurous and successful producer in London, he told me that Share My Lettuce had been make or break for him. His wealthy father had allowed him to have a shot at producing, and every show he had done had failed. If Share My Lettuce had gone down in its turn he would have had to retreat into the family textile business. It did succeed, handsomely; it ran not for two weeks, like the Footlights, but for a year or so. One of the beneficiaries of its success, apart from Michael and his investors, was me. In the long term because Michael went on to produce twelve of my plays. There and then as well, because, needing to replace a couple of sketches during the out-of-town try-out, Bamber had generously included one from the less-than-successful Footlights May Week show that I had written later (the first for many years not to get its fortnight in the West End). Which gave me some private satisfaction – and also one thirty-second of the author’s royalty. My first earnings in the theatre, and a welcome supplement to the twelve guineas a week I was getting at the time as a reporter on the Manchester Guardian.

         
            • • •

         

         Bamber’s story, particularly in those early years at Cambridge, raises a number of questions about the psychologically and morally elusive concepts of charm and success. Also, of course, of privilege. Underlying all the pleasure I took in my years at Cambridge, I have to confess, was an awareness of my own privilege in being there. There was a positive side to this – a justifiable gratitude for the huge good fortune I had been granted. There was also, I see, a rather more dubious aspect – an enjoyment of finding myself in a more socially elevated world than the one in which I had been brought up. Some grammar-school boys like myself have claimed to have felt stranded and humiliated by being plunged into what was still a largely public-school world. I really don’t think I did. I was intrigued and impressed. I couldn’t help admiring the style and self-confidence that so many of my fellow undergraduates had learned from their expensive but harsher upbringing.

         Particularly the old Etonians. The ones I met seemed to have a characteristic combination of ability, modesty and style that set them apart. Far from making you feel inferior, they all quite naturally took it upon themselves to put you at your ease, to treat you as an equal, and to make sure you felt that they took as much interest in you as you did in them.

         Bamber was only one of the number I got to know. I evidently boasted about this with embarrassing naivety to Alan Bennett, a grammar-school boy like myself, with whom I had become friends while we were being trained as Russian interpreters together during our national service, the two years that in those days young men had to spend in the armed services. He had gone on to Oxford, where he was now having as wretched a time in miserable obscurity as I was an agreeable one with my new friends at Cambridge. We maintained a copious correspondence, a good deal of which on his side (idiosyncratically and wittily illustrated) is taken up with savagely funny ridicule of my social aspirations that makes me laugh still – and wince – when I re-read it. I wish I could quote from it here, mortifying though it would be, but I don’t think he would allow it. When, many years later, I had a sumptuous colour copy made of it as a birthday present for him, he told me that if it had been the original he would have burned it. A lesson here in the importance of protecting manuscripts from their own authors – and also in the volatility of the success and failure we were all so concerned with, because four short years later he shot into the firmament himself with Beyond the Fringe and left us all behind, old Etonians and their admirers alike.

         The traffic was not entirely one way. Bamber told me later that he and his friends had been as intrigued to meet people from outside their own little world as we had been to meet them. And our rapprochement was not ephemeral. Not only Bamber but two other Collegers from his year group at Eton, William Plowden and Nicholas Monck, became close friends and remained so for life. The better I got to know them over the years the more impressive they seemed, and the more warmly I felt about them. One of the qualities they shared, I realise now I think about them as a group – and a curious one, seeing how many of the old Etonians who are nowadays prominent in political and business life seem to be charlatans, thieves and liars – is that they were all genuinely, deeply good people.

         All privilege and advantage are relative, of course, and I came to understand that the Etonians I was getting to know were mostly members of a subdivision of the group who had been in somewhat the same position at school as I was at Cambridge. They were a kind of grammar-school boys themselves. Eton, like Winchester – like Cambridge, for that matter – had been founded to educate the sons not of the affluent but of the clerical classes. Over the centuries enterprising schoolmasters had set up satellite establishments, the so-called Oppidan (town) houses, around the central core, so that the wealthy could buy into the brand, rather as they buy into picturesquely impoverished villages and artists’ quarters and destroy them in the process. But the original heart of Eton had survived, more or less, and kept its name: College. To get into College you certainly had to have parents able to pay the fees, and to have put you through a private preparatory school, so it was still very far from being what the term ‘public school’ might seem to suggest. It was much more exclusive than the other houses, in fact, because you also had to sit a nationwide competitive exam, and the competition was intense. If you got in you could reasonably suppose that you were among the very cleverest few hundred privately educated boys in the country.

         The attitude of English philistines, high and low, to cleverness being what it is, these super-bright Collegers were looked down upon by the Oppidans, their less clever schoolmates. All this was part of the lore that I was beginning to learn from my new Colleger friends, and I was fascinated by this insight into a closed world that was so far from my own experience. Collegers were known as tugs, and it was thought correct social usage, so William explained to me, for Oppidans to spit at them and say, ‘Dirty little tug, you don’t wash.’ Bamber told me about a wealthy family he knew whose clever son had won a place in College, but who had felt unable to inflict such humiliation on either him or themselves, and after much spiritual anguish had sent him to an Oppidan house instead.

         But Bamber’s charm, even on the Etonian scale, was such that he had been able to pass among the Oppidans. He was elected to Pop, the self-appointed school aristocracy, still I think at that time entitled to beat their juniors, and also to wear fancy waistcoats. I can’t imagine Bamber beating anyone, but I can see him in a gold brocade waistcoat, and it suits him remarkably well. He cultivated Oppidan tastes and devoted his leisure time to shooting and fishing. He was proud to claim, he told me, that he had never read a single book that he hadn’t been required to read, or written anything apart from a game diary, in which he recorded the totals of wildlife he had rid the world of.

         This approach to life, which had served him so well at school, proved more problematic when he decided (somewhat oddly, given his views at the time) that he wanted to go on to Cambridge – and to read English literature. He had applied to King’s, the intellectually distinguished college of Keynes and E. M. Forster, and a sister foundation of Eton, which made it the natural first port of call for high-flying Etonians. The interview with the senior tutor had not gone well. What were Bamber’s leisure interests, he asked. Shooting and fishing, replied Bamber. The senior tutor, who had been spending his days listening to candidates boasting of their fascination with Sumerian pictographs and Riemannian geometry, had looked (so Bamber told me) a little surprised. ‘Anything else?’ he asked. Bamber said that he had been taken aback in his turn by the implication that shooting and fishing were not a perfectly adequate range of interests. But, quick as he always was, even in the philistinism he cultivated, he realised that the interviewer was perhaps hoping for evidence of something more cerebral. He had quickly searched his memory for the name of some learned pursuit that might qualify, and remembered seeing boys at school doing something that suggested seriousness … Of course! ‘Reading, sir,’ he said.

         The senior tutor looked even more taken aback. So, reading. Quick though Bamber was, he had not foreseen the question that this would obviously lead to: what books had he been reading recently?

         Which put him into even greater difficulties. The senior tutor waited. What bold claim was it going to be this time? Merely Gibbon and Proust again? Or something a little more adventurous? The Epic of Gilgamesh, perhaps, or the Rig Veda in Sanskrit? At last Bamber recalled a book that he had seen at any rate the outside of – a bestseller of the day that had been left lying about in his parents’ otherwise book-free house by a visiting aunt, and one that had looked impressively bulky. ‘The Cruel Sea, sir,’ he said. The senior tutor did his professional best to keep a straight face and continue the interview. ‘What was it about?’ he asked. ‘The sea, sir,’ said Bamber. And that was the end of his attempt to get into King’s.

         Back at Eton, and not before time, came the blinding flash from heaven. It was delivered by a fellow Colleger, Andrew Sinclair, an unashamed intellectual who had decided to make his career as a great writer. Andrew had read everything, certainly Gilgamesh and the Rig Veda, and probably written a few books already himself. By the end of the year, under Andrew’s tutelage, Bamber, quick as ever, had become a fellow intellectual and read pretty much everything in his turn. Now fully armed he applied to Magdalene, traditional second port of call for Etonians who had failed to get into King’s, where it turned out that all this new reading had been unnecessary after all. Bamber recalled only one question at his interview this time. ‘Your uncle was at Magdalene, wasn’t he? Yes …? I think you’ll be very happy here.’

         All this I got from Bamber himself, recounted with his usual modesty and self-mockery, together with stories from his time as a national service subaltern in (of course) the Brigade of Guards, where he was (of course) a sought-after guest at the debutante balls of the London season. At Cambridge, even now he was an intellectual, he continued to be at home also in worlds of privilege still beyond the range of my explorations. So loved and admired was he that he survived even one of those make-or-break moments of truth that should have shut him out for ever. He was invited to join some truly appalling dining club whose members met to eat and drink – and drink – and drink – in eighteenth-century costume. The initiatory rite for new members was to stand and drink down a pint of claret. Bamber felt obliged to accept the challenge. He put on his cravat and knee-breeches and drank the claret. Before retiring first to vomit and then to resume his normal life, he cried with drunken passion, ‘You’re not my friends! William and Nicholas are my friends!’

         I wish I could remember everything we said and did together for the rest of my last year. Only one magical evening comes to mind. I had been in Trinity, talking grandly about love and literature with Andrew Sinclair, Bamber’s mentor, and missed the deadline by which visitors had to be out of college. I should have to climb out, and since it was a warm spring night, Andrew decided to come with me for an illicit midnight stroll on the moonlit Backs. The route out of Trinity was complex and mostly at rooftop level, with a long balancing act at one point along a high wall overlooking the Master’s bathroom, where Lord Adrian, as I recall, was cleaning his teeth. The deserted silver lawns and dark elms around the river, when we reached them, were a landscape from a dream, and we decided we should like to share it with Bamber, whose rooms in Magdalene looked out over St John’s Backs. So we threw gravel up at his window, like boys in a children’s adventure story, until he woke up and shinned gracefully (of course) down the wall to join us. Then we walked around talking grandly about our differing literary techniques, self-consciously intoxicated by the moonlight and by being where we were not supposed to be and where no one else was. Also, I suppose, by having our lives and all their vast cloudy possibilities still unexplored in front of us.

         A bit embarrassing to recall all this now. Were we trying to live out a kind of imitation Brideshead? Our little world of latter-day privilege wasn’t really much like Waugh’s lost paradise, though. Bamber himself was certainly no Sebastian Flyte. He had no taste at all for drunkenness or decadence, and he was far from indolent. He was as sober and ambitious as all the rest of us. He was just better at doing what all of us aspired to – looking as if we weren’t.

         He was certainly hard-working – but, he claimed, only in the mornings. He was reading English, and had reduced his list of books to the ones on which he had calculated there must necessarily be questions in Finals. The system was successful (of course) and he got a first, then went on to spend a year at Magdalene teaching, and another year in the US on one of those scholarships founded to promote mutual understanding between the privileged on either side of the Atlantic.

         By this time I had already emerged into the so-called real world. Quite noticeably real, in my case – Manchester, all smog and wet red brick, and remarkably unlike Cambridge, though its gloom was slightly lightened by that weekly one-thirty-second of Bamber’s royalties. So when he invited me to spend Christmas with him and his family in their country house in Scotland I was quick to accept. A little too quick, perhaps, because when I heard nothing more and doggedly phoned to check I realised he had forgotten all about it. I had to hold on while be belatedly told his parents that they had an uncovenanted extra guest.

         So this was how I first met his family. Their country home in the holidays was the wing of a castle they rented on a shooting estate in Aberdeenshire. They had all the familiar, welcoming warmth, as if a socially dubious newspaper reporter with a weird haircut (I was trying something vaguely Roman at the time) was exactly the guest they had been hoping for to complete the family circle. Intimidating, nevertheless, to the reporter himself. Particularly Bamber’s father, good casting for a choleric ex-colonel, now something grand in a City livery company, with a taste for shooting and vintage port, and a soft heart well hidden behind an alarmingly ferocious face and challenging abruptness of manner. One of his passions was gardening, and the gardens of the castle, under an arrangement with the National Trust of Scotland, were open to the public once a week. Members of the public who tried to get in on the wrong day, so Bamber told me, risked being chased back down the drive by Colonel Gascoigne with a horsewhip. His forebears were generals and landed gentry, and ‘Bamber’ was in fact a surname drawn from way back in the family annals. It had been bestowed upon its current and surely most illustrious bearer as a middle name, tucked modestly away behind an ‘Arthur’ which had somehow got lost along the way. Which was helpful for his later brand image. There have been many Arthurs in the world, but, so far as I know, only and unforgettably the one Bamber.

         His mother had even grander origins. She was an O’Neill, from an Ulster dynasty which I think I recall Bamber as saying sprang in some complex way from the kings of Ireland. She had the same lively warmth and eager grace as Bamber himself, with perhaps a touch of Irish charm superadded, and was particularly assiduous in putting me at my ease; but then she would probably have done the same for even the Seven-headed Wild Beast of Revelation if one of her children had chosen to bring it home for Christmas. Then there was Bamber’s younger sister Veronica, who was at Oxford and a noted beauty, with all the family grace; and Brian, still at Eton, who loved shooting and fishing, as Bamber had once done, but who also seemed able to play any musical instrument at sight, and who had mastered the bagpipes in time to pipe in the Christmas pudding.

         The children treated their parents with perfect old-fashioned courtesy and respect, but were evidently able to stand their ground when they felt they had to. His father, Bamber explained to me, was a little disappointed in these apparently perfect children of his. In Bamber, for a start. His father had assumed that he would go into the City like himself, inherit the pipes of port he had laid down for him and eventually take over the running of the estate. It must have required unwonted forbearance to accept that Bamber was going to throw all this away by opting for Cambridge and a life in the media. It put the onus on Veronica to make a good marriage to someone with the virtues that Bamber lacked. This, it turned out, was not what she had in mind at all. In return for doing the London season, and hating every moment of it, she persuaded them to allow her to throw herself away in her turn by going to Oxford, after which she married William Plowden, who went on to become, not something in the City, but something in Whitehall – a high-flying and high-minded civil servant. She then led a life of public service and of ever more selfless devotion to others less fortunate than herself, which culminated in donating a kidney to a stranger. This left only Brian to rescue the family honour. It must have been the last straw when he turned out to be as brilliant as his brother and sister, took himself off to Cambridge in his turn, and then became a professional musician.

         The family seemed able to negotiate all this wilfulness, however. There was certainly no hint of any conflict during that Christmas. Which was sumptuous. There were many guests besides me, either staying in the house or arriving by the Land Rover-load each morning, and all there for the shooting. I suspect that Bamber would have been obligingly going out with them each day himself, but realised that trying to include his dodgy friend from Cambridge would have been a step too far into social improbability, and instead lent me a .22 rifle and took me out to shoot a less ambitious target, pigeons. There was also skating on the frozen lake. Bamber, needless to say, was a swift and graceful skater – and turned out to be able to ride a penny-farthing without falling off. Then, when darkness ended the open-air day, a long, restoring soak in the bath, with bathrooms and hot water enough for everyone.

         
            • • •

         

         I realise that this must all sound a bit too good to be true, and I’m trying to think of a few faults in Bamber to lend the picture some plausible light and shade. Yes – occasional impatience; his quickness sometimes made it difficult for him to wait for those of us who moved more slowly in life. And his eagerness to make everyone happy sometimes led to difficulties in accommodating all the people he felt obligations to, or even remembering who they were. As, I think, in the case of his invitation for Christmas. And, yes – I know! A much worse failure: his total blindness to the interest of a subject that I had always found intensely engaging – philosophy.

         This was the occasion for the only time I can remember seeing him lose his temper, and the only argument I ever had with him. Exactly what we had disagreed about always remained itself a matter of disagreement. I thought it was phenomenalism. I had been trying to explain, as I recalled it, why some philosophers (not me) had believed that physical objects were really the experiences we had of them. He believed that it was about Zeno’s paradox of Achilles and the tortoise. Whichever it was, he found either the argument so silly, or the paradox so unparadoxical, that it enraged him, and he raised his voice and became quite uncharacteristically red in the face.

         We were sitting in a restaurant in Italy at the time and we became aware that our fellow diners had all fallen silent and turned to look. This was probably not because of any particular interest in phenomenalism or Zeno, we realised later, but because we were with Bamber’s then girlfriend and they thought we were arguing over her.

         Which in a way, perhaps, we were. Bamber and I had had a long-standing agreement to go to Italy together and I had spent the summer teaching myself basic Italian in preparation. At some point, though, he had fallen for another Cambridge star, a rather dazzling girl at Girton who had performed in both his triumphant revue and my untriumphant one, and, evidently forgetting about our arrangement, he had invited her to go to Italy with him. What would Bamber have done if our positions had been reversed? He would have stepped gracefully aside. I should have learned from his hypothetical example, as usual, and done likewise, but gracelessly did not. So he of course honoured both his obligations and tried to keep us both happy. Which he pretty much did. All the same, my presence must have been a bit of a damper, and my exposition of phenomenalism, or Zeno’s paradox, was perhaps just too much for even Bamber to bear.

         
            • • •

         

         Perhaps, in the years that followed, as we both tried to establish ourselves in our careers, there was always just a hint of unacknowledged rivalry, as there probably is in most male friendships. I certainly felt a little outstripped when he later taught himself Italian in his turn – but did it in two weeks, and well enough to take up an invitation to give a lecture tour in Italy. He moved into my field, journalism, and began reviewing theatre for the Observer. Later we both published many books and at different times tried our luck with plays. But before that came the decisive breakthrough that set his course in life.

         Granada Television had imported the formula for a new quiz show from America, to be called University Challenge, and was looking for potential quizmasters. I was doing a certain amount of television at the time and was one of the many people they invited to audition. I didn’t wait to be rejected; I knew I should be out of my depth and was not surprised when they picked Bamber. He had every quality the job required: quickness and spontaneity, good humour and a sense of fun, an interest in everyone and everything. It even satisfied his intellectual ambitions and love of research, because he opted to compose his own questions.

         He did it for the next twenty-five years, and was famous once again from the first moment onwards. But this time his success was nationwide. We walked up Helvellyn together one fine summer’s day just after he had started doing the programme (his first experience of hill-walking, and I think his last, because he found it almost as irritatingly pointless as philosophy), and other walkers and climbers on remote parts of the mountainside waved and shouted, ‘Hello, Bamber!’ It was the same story wherever he went. I loved seeing him lit by the sunshine of celebrity, and feeling a little of it spilling over on to me by association. I was always delighted when I was occasionally mistaken for him by his admirers. And he had the grace to both take pleasure in his fame and remain completely unchanged by it.

         
            • • •

         

         The other event in those early years that defined the rest of Bamber’s life was meeting Christina. I’m not sure when this was. I think when she was still at Girton, reading Persian. She was rather like Bamber – able, attractive and graceful. She had many admirers, and when she graduated and went off to travel as a photographer in Iran she was with one of them. I remember Bamber debating, with a seriousness and uncertainty I hadn’t seen in him before, whether to take on the unaccustomed role of pursuer and go after her.

         He went. And won her back. And for the next sixty years they were the perfect couple, travelling the world together to collaborate on books and becoming ever closer and more devoted to each other.

         We were both absorbed in our own separate lives by this time, so I didn’t see very much of them as they set up the home where they would spend the rest of their lives – another example of Bamber’s talent for making stable and enduring arrangements. It was in Richmond, in a late-Georgian terrace overlooking the Thames, and together they turned it into the ideal setting for their lives. Bamber did a lot of the plumbing and electrics with his own hands. Christina painted the walls with arcadian murals and the floors with carpet patterns. They made two small but jewel-like gardens, back and front. In one of their two boathouses they housed the skiffs they rowed on the river, and the other they turned into Christina’s workshop when she extended her range of professional activities from photography, painting and book illustration to pottery (all done with great distinction, particularly the pottery, with which she had a great and enduring success).

         And of course one of the pleasures that Bamber took in this wonderful house was to give pleasure to others. By, among other things, inviting friends to swim in the river. Always, I think, early on summer Sunday mornings, and carefully timed to work with the rising and falling tides. Claire, my wife, felt as warmly about Bamber as I did, and it was getting to know Richmond through the swimming parties that made us first think of moving there. It’s natural for friends to drift apart, as the circumstances of life that kept them together change with marriage, with new friends and new places to live. But now we became not only friends but neighbours again, separated by a comfortable mile’s walk along the river and over the waterside meadows. It opened a kind of Indian summer in our relationship. By this time we were late in our lives and careers, and any possible shades of rivalry were long behind us. We had both in different ways had our successes.

         And our disappointments. Mine were egregious – plays, mostly, very publicly garlanded with bad reviews and abrupt closures. Bamber had one theatrical flop of his own, but mostly it was difficult to know whether his hopes in life had been fulfilled or not because of his unshakeable cheerfulness and resilience. He published some twenty books, including short novels, history and travels. But nothing that he wrote ever quite replicated the irresistible charm of that show at Cambridge. His marriage seemed to be profoundly happy, but did he and Christina mind not having children? They would have been such wonderful parents. They didn’t seem to mind – or even to notice. Why didn’t I ever ask him, I wonder now. I don’t really know. Why didn’t he ask me why I did have children? Perhaps he wondered, but didn’t ask because it would have seemed intrusive, and to have implied some possibility of criticism. And perhaps, in this as in so many things, I was consciously or unconsciously learning from his example. Perhaps simply because it seemed to both of us that what was, was.

         The two great projects of Bamber’s later years were massive offshoots from University Challenge: Encyclopaedia of Britain and, even more ambitious, a digital encyclopaedia of world history that was based on his realisation of the possibilities that computers were opening up for people to make their own choices about how to select and use information – a digital databank of facts that could be arranged in any permutations you liked, to make ‘timelines’ of whatever historical narrative you were interested in following. He threw himself into the project with all the enthusiasm and energy of which he was capable. He raised the working capital, and he spent eleven years doing the research and inputting it into the system. It was a bold idea and he had hoped it would provide them with an income. But, although it’s still much used, it was rather overshadowed by the huge reach of Wikipedia and the universal search engines. And yet I never heard him utter a word of complaint, or saw a moment of depression.

         As we became old men we both developed problems with our health. The most spectacular in his case were sudden losses of consciousness, caused possibly by low blood pressure, though doctors never seemed to be certain. Christina became very skilled at recognising the approach of one, such as starting to lean sideways as he walked. She would remain very calm and offhand, and force him to sit down before he fell. Sometimes he would become curiously unable to take any voluntary action to save himself, and she would kick him on the back of his knees so that his legs folded up and he collapsed into a waiting chair by gravity. He would apparently lose consciousness every morning when he got out of bed. Once he fell in the street and came down flat on his face on a hard pavement. Neighbours found him lying in a pool of blood, and for weeks his face was masked by scar tissue. Once he passed out in the doorway of the local cinema, once in a restaurant where the four of us were having dinner. Christina, entirely calm, wanted simply to leave him lying on the floor until he came round, but the people at the next table had already rung for an ambulance. Perhaps they told the controller who it was, because we ended up with not only an ambulance but four other NHS vehicles lined up along the kerb outside. In the teeth of Christina’s objections he was removed to the local A & E, where he was subjected to every known form of heart and brain investigation. All negative, he told us cheerfully, when we visited him in the hospital the following day. Then there was a period when he couldn’t walk more than a hundred yards. Everything was fine, he told me. I didn’t even know, until I made a great fuss about having a pacemaker fitted, that he had had one himself for five years without mentioning it.

         
            • • •

         

         It gave me pleasure to write this piece about him, and to remember our sixty years of friendship. My pleasure was clouded, though, by a growing unease about what he would feel himself when he read it. He wouldn’t have chosen, I knew, to have his virtues and the warmth of my feelings about him so publicly proclaimed. But he would reflect that if he objected it would spoil my pleasure – and that if he asked me not to publish it the entire book would probably be sunk. So he would feel obliged to conceal his disapproval, and I should feel uneasier still.

         By the time I sent him the finished text his health problems had come to a head, and he was taken into hospital, unable to walk or stand, to read or write, or even to think and speak coherently. At some point, though, in the midst of all this, he managed to read it and dictate to Christina a reassuring response for her to send me. He was far too delightfully flattered, he said, but was vastly enjoying it. I was very touched by this characteristically thoughtful effort to set my mind at rest, and even allowed myself to believe it a little. It wasn’t true, of course. He had been embarrassed, Christina admitted to me. But, with no less characteristic thoughtfulness, she waited for a few days before she told me, until he was embarrassed no longer because he was dead.

         
            • • •

         

         A few years before all this, though, he had had an astonishing and entirely unforeseen reward for being who and what he was.

         For years he and Christina had been selflessly visiting an elderly aunt of his, in spite of her being so senile that she couldn’t remember who he was. What he didn’t mention, when he sometimes told us stories of these confused encounters, was that she was a duchess – the Duchess of Roxburghe – and owned a vast country house in Surrey, West Horsley Place. Bamber knew that she had arranged to leave it to someone on the other side of her family, but when she died it turned out that, at some point when she still had a mind to change, she had changed it and left it to Bamber.

         Overnight Bamber had become a country landowner, the proprietor of a fifteenth-century mansion with fifty rooms, vast gardens, outhouses, cottages and farms. Maybe inheritance, at any rate on this scale, is an injustice, and we should none of us inherit anything. But while the practice persists, this was surely the most just injustice ever. It was certainly one that gave Bamber not only surprise but great pleasure. A pleasure which he shared, so far as he could, like so many other pleasures, with his friends. He invited us all down to show us the gardens, the vast halls and staircases, the attics, the books and pictures, the late duchess’s three diamond tiaras. He gave a New Year’s Eve dinner in front of a blazing log fire in the great fireplace, at which we all almost died of hypothermia.

         But, like all the other privileges bestowed on him from those grander worlds beyond our ken, it turned out that there was a price to be paid, not only in incipient frostbite, but in an incommensurate amount of time, anxiety and labour. The house had been neglected for many years and was on the verge of collapse. Almost every one of its fifty rooms was blocked by fallen ceilings and random piles of rotting furniture. The beautiful red-brick Tudor facade was several inches out of true at the top; an inch or two more and the roof would fall in. Structural engineers were sent for, like consultants summoned to the sickbed of some moribund millionaire. Just to keep the house standing, they estimated, would cost some 5 million pounds.

         Bamber got Sotheby’s to organise a vast sale of the contents, which raised 8 million pounds. But there would also be inheritance tax to pay, and from a very compelling combination of necessity and altruism he gave his wonderful new house away to a charitable trust, to become a local centre for study and crafts. Not that this absolved him from his burdens, because he felt himself morally obliged to serve on the board of the charity, and the anxieties that this generated darkened his remaining years.

         There was one unequivocally wonderful result from his benefaction, though. By a remarkable stroke of luck Grange Park Opera were just then being eased out of their home at a country house in Hampshire, and the new trust took them in – with spectacular results. The founder and CEO of Grange Park, Wasfi Kani, happened to be a kind of human whirlwind, with an extraordinary ability to charm the wealth of the wealthy out of their pockets and turn it into music. In less than a year she and her associates had conjured up a full-scale working opera house in the overgrown woods behind the house, and were doing a first season that included Tosca and Die Walküre.

         So now there’s life in the old place again – more life, almost certainly, than it has seen in the previous five centuries, including a summer season of boiling human emotion and the music that expresses it, a tented city in the orchards like the Field of the Cloth of Gold, picnic hampers and champagne, dinner jackets and evening dress (some of them worn by us and Bamber’s other fortunate friends).

         And among us, of course, for those few last years, the moving spirit of this particular universe, as graceful and famous, as lucky and loved, as he had been after that earlier triumph in the theatre a half-century earlier.
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