

[image: ]













Further praise for Swimming with My Father:


‘Quite wonderful. I hope it becomes a classic: it deserves to be. There’s so much life in it and so much art artlessly presented. The structure is masterly. The seriousness and the lightness are fully captured. I was very moved and also at times I laughed aloud … It really is very, very good.’ Melvyn Bragg


‘This is a marvellous book: funny, vivid, immensely touching and beautifully constructed … What makes the book even more moving is a suspicion that Jeal is a natural stoic and that it has taken a lot for him to prise open his heart like this. Ultimately, all I can say is this: it was worth it.’ John Preston, Evening Standard


‘Few people have written so well or with so much compassion about what it is like watching elderly parents confront the indignities and vulnerability of illness and old age … Jeal has made the ordinariness of it both funny and sad.’ Caroline Moorehead, Times Literary Supplement


‘A gem – beautifully written and astonishingly moving.’ Virginia Ironside


‘Jeal writes with beautiful sympathy and matter-of-fact even-handedness about both parents to achieve a hauntingly memorable portrait … This small, subtle memoir is better stocked with love, humour, sympathy and understanding than a shelf-full of celebrity-stuffed ego-fests.’


Hugh Massingberd, Mail on Sunday


‘Terribly moving and terribly funny, often at the same time … A hugely enjoyable read.’ Lynn Barber


‘[Jeal’s] raw material is riveting … He has succeeded – in an age when the glisten of spit on a parent’s tomb is so much more fashionable than a bunch of flowers – in producing a sincere, frank and moving tribute to two very different, very queer people.’ Alexander Waugh, Spectator


‘A delightful jewel of a book, full of remarkable and poignant insights about that shifting ground of love and embarrassment, anger and admiration across which we all travelled with our parents.’ Hampstead & Highgate Express


‘How rare it is, especially at the moment, to find a memoir so full of love, so non-judgemental – though not uncritical – lacking entirely in bitterness or resentment. I did love his father … Swimming with My Father is witty, full of affection and understanding. Hurrah.’ Margaret Forster


‘Moving, funny and full of love – a totally personal account which somehow manages to be universal. It has already been described as a small masterpiece. There is no doubt that it will become a classic.’ Ruth Gorb, Camden New Journal


‘Let me simply urge readers not to miss this superbly written book.’ Christopher Gray, Oxford Times


‘Jeal is a careful and conscientious biographer, who turns on his own life the measured gaze he turned on Baden Powell. The book is great on the ungraspable mysteries of parents seen from the child’s eye … The litany of detail paints a beautiful watercolour of a family – and a world – we will never see again.’ Tim Guest, Daily Telegraph


‘[A] concise essay on the nature of Englishness … This affecting memoir of growing up in the 1950s is partly a study in boyhood embarrassment, partly a touching elegy for a lost world of certainty and conscience.’ Observer


‘Throughout, Jeal’s prose is lucid and spare. He chronicles his gradual understanding of his parents with love and respect … The unfailing consideration he displays towards his parents ensures that the honesty with which he describes their decline is redemptive rather than cruel.’


Lillian Pizzichini, New Statesman


‘This intensely personal offering is by turns wryly funny and achingly sad, hugely loving but never sentimental. A little book with a big heart, this is exquisite.’ Good Book Guide
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CHAPTER ONE





My father loved to swim in rivers, and, in 1949, when I turned four and he forty-three, he started taking me with him. Recently I came across a small black and white photograph, taken of us both in that year, wading into the River Itchen near Winchester. We are wearing discreet torso-covering costumes – a style even then old-fashioned. I am pressing ahead, but only because the water is shallow. When it grew deeper, I would clutch his hand, and pray not to stub my toe on a stone or disappear into an underwater chasm. My father said that if I could only give myself up to the water, and believe it would support me, I would soon learn to swim. But it would be several years before I managed this act of faith, and until then I would depend on his help to stay afloat.


In the River Mole – his preferred watering place, since it was near Dorking, his childhood home – the water could be muddy and the bottom unpredictable. Often I lost my footing and swallowed loamy mouthfuls, the taste lingering in my mouth long after I had blown strands of snot from my nose and had dried myself. I was never truly afraid, even when out of my depth. My father’s firm but gentle hands gave me a sense of complete security. I remember the prickly feel of his bathing costume as he carried me shivering to the bank, and the shining drops nestling among the hairs on his chest. After wrapping me in a towel, he would return to the water and swim with leisurely strokes, plainly in his element.


Although I didn’t enjoy river swimming, it never occurred to me to refuse to go with him. I can only suppose I didn’t like to disappoint him, given the obvious pleasure it gave him to take me. My father was never less than kind and considerate to me, so I could hardly treat him differently.


I didn’t know until a few years later that he belonged to a fellowship of Christian mystics – the Order of the Cross, whose few hundred members sought ‘oneness with the all-pervading divine presence, the Father-Mother’ – and that he felt closer to achieving this pantheistic objective in natural surroundings. Every day my father spent time alone in his room, meditating and then writing down his thoughts. A week after our swim, his meditation began: ‘Be not merely in the river, but become part of it, through its penetration of one’s whole Being … The purpose of my life is to partake of the same beauty as the stars and trees and flowers.’


On many weekends in summer, when I was between five and eight, my father and I caught a Southern electric train from west London to Dorking, and went walking for miles, hand in hand, in the Surrey countryside. Among my father’s favourite childhood haunts were Box Hill, Leith Hill, The Nower, and Ranmore Common.


My father thought of the natural world as being like an inspiring, albeit flawed reflection of ‘the real and perfect other world’, which it palely mirrored. But the hills and valleys of this earth plainly delighted him. He would walk happily for hours, carrying me whenever I flagged, as satisfied to be squelching along muddy paths as climbing the springy turf of sunlit hillsides.


Because he believed in the essential ‘oneness’ of all life, my father was a vegetarian. Besides hating every kind of killing, he deplored all needless damage to inanimate nature. Trees he revered almost as if they were sentient beings, and he would often stand in silent awe listening to their sighs and whisperings. Sometimes he placed his arms around an ancient trunk as if embracing an old and trusted friend. This did not embarrass me. Nor was I bothered when he chose to sink down without warning in a patch of long grass, despite having been talking, moments earlier, to some passer-by. He liked to quote a verse from ‘Reconciliation’, written by the Irish mystical poet A. E. (William George Russell), which started: ‘I begin through the grass once again to be bound to the Lord …’


While I never quite shared his absorption in his surroundings, I am still tantalized by memories of pigeons cooing in the vaulted dimness of thick hazel woods, and by my feeling at that time, that I, like the tangled shoots rising from the forest floor, was part of a living entity, far older and mightier than the family of man.




*





It was not until I was seven that I became embarrassed by my father’s lack of self-consciousness. He had just discovered the Bates ‘better sight without glasses’ book and method. One exercise involved rolling the eyeballs in order to strengthen the internal muscles of the eye. Another, called ‘palming’, required one to place one’s palms over both eyes and to imagine a starless night or black velvet. When my father chose to do these exercises, sitting beside me on a District Line train en route to Dorking via Wimbledon, I sat in silence, cheeks burning, convinced that our fellow passengers would think him crazy.


When I travelled with my mother on the tube or bus, things would be very different. Sometimes, she would nudge me surreptitiously, indicating some comically dressed person, and then greatly enjoy my difficulties as I fought to keep a straight face. She herself could remain composed after saying the most outrageous things. If I’d ever laughed out loud, she would have told me I was being extremely rude, and would have meant it. While I might enjoy the sight of a fat man in a tight suit, and be entertained to see some elderly woman grotesquely made-up, I soon felt mean for being amused and thought of what my father would have said to me if he knew. He always found he had things in common with people, and never smiled at their expense. I liked this. But I also admired my mother’s ability to look so innocent while making her funny and mischievous remarks.


One day, while standing with my father in Wimbledon Station near the glass case containing the stuffed dog that stood on the platform right through the 1950s, I told him how much it worried me when he did the Bates exercises in public. He looked flabbergasted.


‘People might laugh at you,’ I explained.


‘I wouldn’t mind if they did.’


‘But I mind, daddy.’


‘Do you really see people staring at me? What sort of person would do that?’


I thought of my mother. My father looked quite unhappy now. I wanted to tell him it was because I loved him that I cared what people thought. But just then the train came in, and soon we were with other people. I knew he had the Bates book with him and now felt he couldn’t read it because I would get upset. I started to feel guilty. Maybe if people had noticed him rolling his eyes, it wouldn’t have mattered. When we were approaching Dorking, I reached out a hand and was relieved he took it.


Whenever I passed a butcher’s shop, I would think how sad the fate of the dead rabbits and other animals would make my father if he were passing instead of me. Having a father who did not eat meat, and loving, as a boy, the anthropomorphic goings-on in the Little Grey Rabbit books, I would view butchers’ displays with dismay. But even then, I ate meat at home, sometimes.


My mother told me that animals ate each other and that humans were animals – albeit very superior ones – and that meat was good for us and had been eaten by us since we all lived in caves, so it was silly not to follow our ancestors’ example. When I told my father what my mother had said, he replied that our advanced minds and sense of right and wrong gave us choices no animal had. People in England had once killed thieves for stealing a few coins and so the past was no guide as to how to behave. Over the centuries, human beings, in most places, had become less cruel and in the end they would stop eating meat. Since both my parents felt strongly on the subject, a compromise came into being. I ate meat, but generally only when I was alone with my mother; and, in the evening, I usually ate a portion of the vegetarian food my mother had cooked for my father. This was no hardship since I loved the nut cutlets and the cheese and egg dishes he ate.


After I turned eight, I began to eat more meat, and there were evenings when only my father ate a vegetarian meal. I knew that if I had not eaten meat with my mother, she would have looked on me with disapproval. My father never commented on this change, and I loved him all the more for it.




*





In the mid-1970s, I moved from a house in Kentish Town to one in Hampstead. My father, now aged seventy, enjoyed cycling across London from Earl’s Court to walk on the Heath with me. In the summer he liked to swim in the men’s pond, and sometimes I would accompany him, though, aged thirty, I was no keener on swimming than before. On a hot July day in 1977, we walked along the Lime Avenue together, towards the Highgate ponds. It was Sunday, and women in light summer dresses, children with their parents, and dogs and their owners were thronging the avenue. On our way, my father told me about his recent dealings with Kensington & Chelsea’s planning department, interrupting himself occasionally to remark upon the beauty of this tree or that.


The boundary wall of my parents’ back garden was also the rear wall of a row of mews cottages – about four of them – whose owners were often tempted to create new windows. My father would never force them to fill in these illicit openings in the party wall, but would agree a licence in each case, specifying a basic size and that the bottom sash should be fixed, so no-one could look down directly into his and my mother’s garden. Every other year or so, some new, and generally larger, window would appear unheralded, and he would be obliged to seek out lawyers and planners to make some new agreement.


As we walked in the dappled shade under the limes, I gained the impression that my father was moving more slowly than usual. The surface of the avenue was quite rough, with flints and other irregular stones sticking up from the underlying clay. As if his legs had become heavy, my father seemed to find it an effort to lift his feet clear of these stones. I was about to remark on this when he began an anecdote that soon made me forget my worries.


On his previous visit to my house, he had discussed these wretched window licences with me, and had then made a list of points to raise with his planning officer. Rather than use a new sheet of paper, he had written these items on the back of a discarded page of the historical novel I had been working on at the time. On his next visit to the Town Hall, my father had handed this same list to the planner, who had read it and then glanced at the writing on the back. A look of amazement had spread across the man’s features as he went on reading. When, at last, he returned the page to my father, he said with an arch grin: ‘I imagine you’d like to have this back.’ In the bus, on his way home, my father had glanced at my typed words for the first time and had been horrified to discover that the planning officer had just read the draft of a sexually explicit scene from my novel – presumably attributing authorship to him.


‘I have to admit, he’s been more attentive since then,’ my father told me with the faintest of smiles.


At the men’s pond, the sunbathing and changing areas were crowded, and the place stank of suntan oil, sweat and cigarette smoke. A number of men were oiling each other’s backs, stomachs and, in one case, genitals. Even from where we were standing, I could clearly see a glistening erection. Fearing that a similar glimpse would ruin my father’s afternoon, I clutched his arm, and muttering that it would be less crowded closer to the pond, ushered him firmly in that direction. I felt furious that I had to force him to a location where the ground was covered by duckboards which would hurt his feet. Yet when my father had undressed and was hobbling towards the pond across these excruciating slats, I forgot my indignation with the exhibitionists. Suddenly, it struck me that his old trouble with dropped metatarsals could not alone account for his snail-like progress to the water’s edge.


Instead of diving in as usual, he used the steps, gingerly inching his way into the green water. Just when I was almost certain that something must be seriously wrong, he kicked-off strongly, and swam with powerful strokes towards the raft, leaving me gasping in his wake, as so often in the past.


But back on dry land, the length of time it took him to dress, and his shuffling gait, had me worrying again. He had towelled his hair vigorously and had forgotten to comb it, so his white locks stuck up crazily.


‘How are you feeling?’ I asked, as he stopped to rest.


‘Maybe I’ve overdone it a bit.’


I willed myself to believe that his long and largely uphill cycle journey earlier in the day might indeed explain his leaden footsteps now, but my worries persisted.


He telephoned me a few days later to say that because I’d been ‘so bothered’ about him, he’d had himself assessed at the Nature Cure Clinic. The verdict, he told me, as if with papal infallibility, was that he was suffering from nothing more alarming than exhaustion and would be ‘as fit as a flea in no time’.


‘Fleas drink blood,’ I reminded him.


He laughed. ‘As a matter of fact I do have a new diet and some daily exercises.’


Since he was already getting plenty of exercise, and any diet prescribed at the clinic would be sure to consist of his usual nuts and vegetables, I couldn’t see that there would be much change in his daily regimen. For years my father had been a member of the clinic’s management committee, so I knew how little faith the staff had in conventional medical tests and treatments. He himself was implacably opposed to vivisection, and was reluctant to take any drugs in case they had been tried out on animals.


‘Let’s hope the diet does the trick,’ I murmured, trying not to sound sceptical.


I expected further justification from my father to support the clinic’s diagnosis. Sure enough he told me that his feet were entirely responsible for his difficulties in walking. But I wasn’t to worry, because ‘Tuggy’ – Miss Tugwell, his gruff old chiropodist – was making him a foam and leather pad which would cushion the worst of his dropped metatarsals. He hoped to collect it when he next passed her pretty Regency house in Pelham Street, en route to Harrods, where he regularly bought fish for the stray cats which my mother had recently started enticing into the house. To meet the expensive challenge of feeding these animals (eleven in number, and rising), he had been cultivating an assistant in the food hall who now sold him fish at a huge discount, shortly before it would otherwise have been thrown away. I tried not to think of him cycling along the busy, fume-filled Cromwell Road, several times a week, with heavy packets of fish swinging precariously from his handlebars – especially if something really was wrong with his legs. Whatever the true state of his health, I couldn’t help being depressed by the thought of his immense energy dwindling away.




*





Except for some brief and extremely Delphic religious utterances, usually separated by several years, my father had never tried to explain his religious beliefs to me. This reticence may have been due to the knowledge that his convictions had damaged his relationship with my down-to-earth mother. He must also have known that she would have fiercely resisted any efforts to convert me. I could easily have questioned my father about such matters, but had not done so to date. This was partly because it would have felt like a betrayal of my mother, and partly because I didn’t feel the need. My father gave expression to his faith simply by living as he did, and by being himself.


My parents lived in the same mansion flat, and later in the same house, but always slept in separate rooms after my birth. Decades later, my mother told me they had never made love again after she became pregnant with me. Nor did they go out alone together to restaurants, theatres or cinemas. I cannot remember my parents, my sister and myself ever going out anywhere as a family. But my mother and father did entertain friends to dinner, accepted return invitations, and every summer shared a two-week holiday at our cottage in Cornwall – usually inviting guests to stay; otherwise my mother would spend hours in the garden, while my father slipped through the hedge to lie alone in the field.


By the time I was six or seven, I had seen other parents holding hands and even kissing decorously, which had started me wondering why my parents were so distant from one another. I could only suppose that something had happened between them years ago. One summer’s day at this time, my mother announced at breakfast that she and I and my father would be going to the country in a hired car to ‘tidy up’ her parents’ grave. Although I didn’t know it, I was about to learn something significant about their past. But as we drove away, I was simply pleased that we were doing something together for once, and delighted that my mother and father were sitting side by side in the front of a car like other parents did. I had no idea that my father had only been asked to come with us because he was needed as our chauffeur, since my mother had never learned to drive.


The grave was in the churchyard of a nondescript village near Woking, with a confusingly metropolitan name, West End. My father disliked cars, and through much of my childhood did not own one. So, for this reason, and perhaps to economize, on this occasion he hired the smallest Austin he could find. My mother, wearing Wellingtons, a headscarf, and an old gardening overcoat embellished with a favourite brooch – her grandmother’s intertwined initials in rubies and emeralds – ruminated aloud on whether she could manage to spot a second magpie, having just seen an unlucky first, and on whether she had remembered to turn off the gas. Meanwhile, I sat in the back, imagining Selina, our newly acquired Siamese cat, being splattered across the kitchen walls.


West End church resembled a chapel of rest in a cemetery more than a parish church, and the graveyard was equally forlorn. While my parents worked on opposite sides of the grave with shears, trowels and scrubbing brushes, my mother told me in a solemn voice that my grandfather had ‘almost won’ the Distinguished Service Order during the Boer War. I could see that it still upset her that he had not got this special medal years ago, so it surprised me that my father started to rake the granite chippings noisily, while she was still speaking.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ my mother demanded.


‘Not much,’ muttered my father. ‘I just wish you’d stop giving Tim the impression that killing foreigners and winning medals are the only worthwhile things in life.’


My mother smiled at him oddly, and yanked up a clump of grass from the gravel. Then she said to me in a voice that shook a little: ‘Your father didn’t want to fight in the war.’


‘That’s not fair, Norah. What I “wanted” didn’t come into it.’ My father had spoken calmly, in his usual manner, but I knew he wasn’t feeling calm.


‘Split hairs, if you like,’ replied my mother, ‘the plain fact is: to start with you refused to join up.’


My father murmured reassuringly in my direction: ‘I’ll tell you the whole story when we get home.’


I know if I’d reminded my father of his promise when we were back in London, he would have answered any question I might have put to him; but, for some reason, I decided not to put any. I suppose I was scared of learning something that might make me think less of him.


My parents brooded for a while at the graveside, neither speaking until my mother turned away from my father and resumed the story of my grandfather’s disappointment. Apparently, if there had been another more important kind of soldier present to see him rescue a wounded man under fire, then the DSO medal would have been his. Instead, a less senior kind of soldier, a sergeant, had been the only one to witness my grandfather’s brave act; and, strangely, this man had not counted. My mother seemed unsurprised by this odd rule that made some people’s eyes more important than others. My grandfather – I would learn years later – had shared her attitude. Although he had risked his life to save a man from the ranks, in his view an unbridgeable gulf existed between officers and men. Indeed, he had illustrated it by taking his enormous dinner service and all his silver to South Africa, along with his wife and servants.


Today, as if parodying Transvaal picnics of long ago, my mother had filled a deep wicker hamper and squeezed it into the boot of our hired car. We now consumed its contents in the grounds of the nearby Gordon Boys’ Home – founded as a national memorial to the martyr, General Gordon – and in recent years renamed the Gordon Boys’ School.


I was alarmed by the grown-up-looking boys wandering about, and my unease must have showed, since my mother felt obliged to tell me that this was no ordinary school. It was a ‘Home’ for the sons of dead soldiers, and thirty years ago my grandfather had presided over it under the title of ‘The Commandant’ – a most ‘unhomely’ name, I’d thought. My grandmother died during her husband’s reign at the Home, and this was how she came to be buried here, beneath a white marble cross, standing on a three step plinth. The 


inscription reads: Sacred to the memory of Constance Wilmot Annie, Dearly loved wife of Sir Thomas Pasley, Baronet and daughter of the 13th Earl of Huntingdon – making it sound, I thought, as though her father had been someone’s daughter: ‘baronet and daughter of …’. On the other side is an inscription devoted to my grandfather, who died a quarter of a century after his wife, and was buried in the same grave. A professional soldier, he had been adjutant and then brevet lieutenant-colonel of the Royal Berkshire Regiment, and had retired, at his own request, soon after the Boer War at the age of thirty-nine, returning briefly to the regiment during the Great War to take charge of newly enlisted men passing through the depot on their way to France.

My mother did not mention that at the time of my grandmother’s death, she was living in ‘The Commandant’s House’, trying, despite her father’s opposition, to develop a singing career. Not until I was about twenty did I happen to find her book of newspaper cuttings and discovered that, after making her début at Leighton House in 1921, she had given recitals at the Wigmore Hall in 1923 and 1924, and had taken the part of Despina in a London production of Cosi Fan Tutti in 1925. The Times’s music critic wrote of her having ‘a very pretty soprano voice, small in range but sympathetic’, and the Daily Telegraph’s reviewer praised ‘the purity and beauty of her tone and the ease with which it seemed to float’. Since her parents had never taken her to a single concert or opera, except Gilbert and Sullivan, it was a considerable achievement to have made a successful début at the age of nineteen. She had started singing lessons only a year earlier. Until then, her experience of classical music had been limited to morceaux de salon, which she had heard performed by aristocratic amateurs at her aunt, Lady Huntingdon’s, charity concerts.
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My grandfather thought professional musicians wholly unsuitable companions for his daughters. In addition, he had a conventional dread of the fabled sexual excesses of Italian tenors. So, while he had agreed to pay for my mother’s singing lessons, he did not encourage her to continue her career after she had been launched. In his view, if ladies wanted to work, they should stick to the unpaid voluntary variety – an opinion he shared with most men of his class. For him, it was a highly convenient point-of-view to maintain. His wife’s death had left him without a hostess to help entertain the many distinguished people who came to the Gordon Boys’ Home. The Princess Royal was a frequent visitor, and was always shepherded round by my grandfather, as were the Duke and Duchess of York, later King George VI and Queen Elizabeth. Sir Thomas made it clear to my mother that she ought to put him, and the nation’s tribute to General Gordon, a long way before her singing career. The Gordon Boys’ fathers had died serving the British Empire, and their sons deserved to live in an institution characterized not only by manly simplicity, but also by those refined and civilizing touches which only a lady could bestow.
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Because my mother never spoke of her career, nor sang a note if she thought anyone was within earshot, I sensed that the subject was a painful one and never asked her why she gave up singing. I can only guess that her father’s lack of support was one reason, and that another may have been her reluctance – after a sheltered education with a governess – to expose herself to the hardships and competitive pressures facing a professional opera singer and recitalist. Although the famous agency of Ibbs & Tillett had offered to promote her concerts, she soon decided to confine her singing to charity concerts. In future, snippets about her in newspapers would typically be headed: ‘Earl’s Niece Sings for Waifs and Strays Society.’


In 1930, my grandfather retired to a pleasant Georgian house in the Meon Valley in Hampshire, taking my mother with him. She was twenty-eight. Many of the eligible young men she might have married had been killed in the Great War, and her father’s snobbery would narrow the field further. As a girl, my mother had been told by him that only a handful of children in the whole of Berkshire were ‘suitable’ to be invited over to play. In Hampshire, two decades later, Sir Thomas tried to be no less discriminating in respect of adult males.


My parents rarely spoke of how they first met. But although the facts caused my mother some embarrassment, when I was twelve she told me the story. In 1932, on a visit to London, to buy fabrics and furniture for their new home, my mother walked into Heal’s furniture shop in the Tottenham Court Road and was mesmerized by a young man working there.
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Although my father designed furniture for the shop – including something described in his school magazine as ‘a remarkable chair-settee combination’ – on the day he met my mother he was serving customers in the store, an activity my grandfather would have considered little better than sweeping the streets. Unaffected by such outmoded attitudes, my mother invited him to come to her Meon Valley home on the following weekend to advise her about modern furniture. Flattered, my father agreed to come. Seeing his gentle, intelligent face again, and hearing his pleasing voice, my mother knew she wanted to repeat the experience as soon as possible. Further meetings were arranged which had little to do with furniture.


An acrimonious struggle ensued between my mother and my grandfather. Although alarmed by it, my father’s fears were conquered by love. My mother had given up her career for her father’s sake, but she would not give up the man she now adored. So, in 1933, Sir Thomas was obliged to accept as his son-in-law a man without fortune or profession, and with a father ‘in trade’ – my paternal grandfather being the inattentive owner of an ailing haulage business. Worse still, although my father was well-spoken, he had not been educated at any of the schools my grandfather had heard of. Dorking High School sent pupils to Oxford and Cambridge every year, but this was of no interest to him. The fact that my father’s father was chairman of the school’s governors, a Justice of the Peace, Leader of the Council, a County Councillor, and owned a large house and a street in the town, did not impress my grandfather, who thought small towns, and everything to do with them, insufferably infra dig.


In 1934, Sir Thomas Pasley took a flat in Church Street, Kensington, large enough to accommodate, along with himself and my parents, any child they might have, this child’s nanny, a couple of guests, a cook and a maid. Ostensibly so that my father would be able to earn more money – and also so that he would not embarrass his new family by being seen working in a shop – a change of job was arranged. A successful old boy of Dorking High School, James Chuter Ede MP – a good friend of my father’s father and soon to be a government minister – also happened to be chairman of the London and Home Counties Joint Electricity Council. With his help, my father slipped into a job in the Electricity Council’s London headquarters in the Aldwych. I do not know what dull clerical tasks my father performed in the Council’s legal department, but, at any rate, they constituted respectable office work, which he quickly came to detest.


Monday to Friday, no matter the season, my father ran to work through Kensington Gardens, swimming in the Serpentine en route, before running on through Hyde Park, Green Park, and then St James’s Park, carrying his City clothes in a case. If he attracted any attention, this would have been because jogging was unknown at the time. He made no spectacle of himself by hugging trees or lying in the grass. But, if my maternal grandfather had happened to read, in an old notebook belonging to my father, among personal jottings and sketches of furniture, a striking passage from Sir Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici, he might have felt a shiver of foreboding.




‘There is surely,’ began my father’s chosen quotation, ‘a piece of divinity in us – something that was before the elements and owes no homage to the sun?’





Five years after writing this, my father was happily married to my mother, and showing no inclination to associate with people she would have called cranks. He was still eating meat, and still attending his local Anglican Church. Allowing for his small town origins, he seemed almost normal. My grandfather would soon be doing something he would have thought wildly improbable a few years earlier – looking back with nostalgia on the time immediately after my parents had become man and wife.
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