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So good luck came, and on my roof did light


Like noiseless snow, or as the dew of night:


Not all at once, but gently, as the trees


Are, by the sunbeams, tickled by degrees.


 


ROBERT HERRICK (1591–1674), ‘The Coming of


Good Luck’

























Foreword





This book started life when a friend suggested I might write a history of English literature. It seemed an attractive idea at first, but I soon realised that it would mean a lot of donkey work, and that most of the facts would already be available on the internet. So I’ve written something more personal – a history of English literature and me, how we met, how we got on, what came of it.


You could read it as a short introduction to English literature – admittedly a selective and opinionated one. Or you could read it as a case study, showing how one kind of upbringing produces a preference for some books rather than others.


A lot of it is about Oxford, where I have spent my working life. Oxford has obviously changed greatly since I arrived there in the 1950s, and in many respects for the better. But I think even those who know the place well may be surprised to learn just how extreme the change has been.


One thing that has not changed is that Oxford – and Cambridge – still take vastly disproportionate numbers of public-school students. This is often blamed on Oxford and Cambridge. The blame, however, lies with those who destroyed the grammar schools. Selecting for merit, not money, the grammar schools, had they survived, would by now have all but eliminated the public-school contingent in Oxford and Cambridge, with far-reaching effects on our society. This book is, among other things, my tribute of gratitude to a grammar school.


Because my main subject is books, people get into the story only incidentally, and many friends and ex-students, who might reasonably expect to be mentioned, are not and may feel slighted. On the other hand, they may feel relieved to be left out. Either way, I’d like to thank them for the discussions about books we’ve had over the years.
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Beginning





There can’t really have been an elephant. But an elephant is what I remember. I was in a pushchair, and all around me were excited people shouting and waving flags. Away to the right I could see, coming up the road towards us, a kind of carnival procession, music and colours and an elephant leading the way. I now realise that these celebrations must have been for the Silver Jubilee of King George V on 6 May 1935, which means I was thirteen months old. The road, I’m pretty sure, was Castelnau, Barnes, a broad thoroughfare that crosses the top of Lonsdale Road, where we lived. As for the elephant, I suppose he must have strayed into my memory from some circus poster seen later in my childhood, and my brain, trying to make sense of things as the brain does, glued him onto that early scene of joy.


We were not a family much given to celebration, and I imagine we walked straight home once the procession had passed. Barnes is tucked into a loop of the Thames southwest of London, and Lonsdale Road runs beside the river. Our house looked out over broad, glinting sheets of water – reservoirs, belonging to the Metropolitan Water Board, surrounded by grassy banks. Beyond were trees, then the river, then, far in the distance, the tower of Chiswick church, sometimes with a flag on top.


One night my father carried me to an upstairs window to see a glare in the sky. It was, I was told later, the Crystal Palace burning down, which happened on 30 November 1936, so I must have been two and a half. It had originally been built in Hyde Park to house the 1851 Great Exhibition, and was relocated in Sydenham, where it became a popular resort for young office workers and their girlfriends, always packed with pleasure seekers on bank holidays. A hundred thousand people assembled to watch it burn, among them Winston Churchill, who said, ‘This is the end of an age.’ I suppose my father must have been feeling something like that too.


Apart from this chance glimpse of the outside world, my knowledge of my surroundings was confined to shopping expeditions with my mother, but these had their own excitements. At the top of the road, on a corner opposite where we had watched the Jubilee procession, was a branch of the United Dairies. A bell tinkled as you entered, and inside was a temple of immaculate whiteness, white marble counters, white-tiled walls, and the ladies who presided were all in white too including their gloves and hats. I was captivated by their dexterity. If my mother ordered a pound of butter one of the ladies would take up a pair of wooden butter pats, slice a wedge from a gleaming mound on the counter, beat it into a precise rectangular shape, drop it neatly onto a square of greaseproof paper on the scales, wrap it with a couple of deft flutters of the white gloves, and hand the completed artefact to my mother as if it was nothing remarkable.


Turning right out of the United Dairies we would approach Hammersmith Bridge, a magnificent Victorian iron structure, slung between imposing stone towers, which was one of the wonders of my childhood. It was a family legend that the dastardly IRA had once tried to blow it up but a brave policeman had foiled them by flinging the bomb into the river just in time. This was almost true, and happened in 1939. The rescuer, though, was not a policeman but a hairdresser from Chiswick called Maurice Childs, who spotted a suspiciously smouldering suitcase on his walk home and tipped it over the railings. The explosion sent up a jet of water sixty feet high.


For me the great pleasure of the bridge was that it shook when double-decker buses went across. My parents explained that it was a suspension bridge, and shaking made it safer. But it did not feel safe, it felt exhilarating. There I would be, far above the water, clutching my mother’s hand, and the pavement would begin to spring up and down like a diving board. The bridge’s other thrill was the seagulls. At Barnes the Thames is still tidal. On a good day you can smell the sea. At low tide gulls would crowd the mud flats and if you took a bag of crusts and tossed a few over the railings you would be surrounded by a swooping, screaming tornado of beaks and feathers.


Once across the bridge my mother and I were in Hammersmith, a quiet place in those days with no flyover and no motorway, and we would walk up towards Hammersmith Broadway and Palmers Stores, a grand emporium with, as old photographs show, an ornate four-storey Alhambra-style brick facade and sparkling white blinds at street level to protect shoppers from the weather. Palmers Stores was so big that you could walk through it from Hammersmith Bridge Road and come out on King Street the other side, but the only bit I remember was the fish department, which was the first you came to. The floor was covered in sawdust and the men in charge wore coarse blue aprons that shielded them from neck to ankles. Shoals of dead fish gaped on sloping stone slabs, and there were two-handled baskets of shellfish. I know almost nothing about my mother’s likes and dislikes. She was too unselfish to consider them of any importance. But it was a family joke, perhaps a remnant from some seaside holiday before I was born, that she was fond of oysters and also winkles (which were considered lower-class and therefore comic). I wish I could remember her buying some in Palmers Stores but I don’t think she ever did.


That was virtually the whole extent of my world up to the age of about five. There were six of us in the family, my father and mother, a brother, Bill, and two sisters, Marjorie and Rosemary. Bill, born in 1921, was thirteen years older than me; Marjorie, born three years later, was ten years older. So they belonged to another generation and seemed remote and adult to me as a child. Rosemary was only two years older than me but, being a girl, seemed rather remote too. As for my parents, it never occurred to me that they had ever been young. I knew almost nothing of their early lives. The past was never talked about. What I have been able to piece together was mostly discovered long after they were both dead.


My father, Charles William Carey, was born in 1887 in Sevenoaks. His father, described on his marriage certificate as a clerk and on his death certificate as a draper’s assistant, died of TB when my father was eleven. His mother, the daughter of a solicitor called Samuel Magrath, died three years later of peritonitis, leaving four children, my father, Emily, Mollie and Arthur. Where the others were educated I don’t know, but my father was sent to the Royal Russell School in Purley, which had been founded in 1853 by a group of clerks in the textile trade to provide an education for the orphans of their fellow-workers. He became an accountant, and worked for a French firm, Les Successeurs d’Albert Godde, Bedin & Cie, which made beautiful and expensive fabrics. My sister Marjorie remembers him bringing silk ties back from France and lovely lengths of silk for my mother to have made up into dresses. His career with Godde, Bedin was interrupted by the Great War. I don’t know when he joined up, but he was commissioned on 29 July 1916 as a second lieutenant in the Warwickshire Yeomanry. They were a cavalry regiment and took part in November 1917 in a famous cavalry charge at Huj, north of Gaza, cutting down the Turkish gunners and routing an enemy force ten times their number. By the time my father joined the first battalion, however, they had relinquished their horses and become a machine-gun battalion on the Western Front.


There is a photograph of him in uniform, looking very smart in service dress, Sam Browne, breeches and riding boots. With a magnifying glass you can pick out on his lapels and cap the bear and ragged staff that was the Earl of Warwick’s crest and the Yeomanry’s badge. Beside him stands his brother Arthur, easily identifiable as an Australian soldier by his slouch hat with the brim jauntily turned up on one side. I often pored over this photograph as a child, and I had been told that Arthur emigrated to Australia before the war, but it never occurred to me until recently to wonder how the photograph could possibly have been taken. I consulted Marjorie, who told me that Arthur had settled near Sydney, joined up when war came, and been sent to Europe to fight. Whether he was at Gallipoli I don’t know, but it seems likely. The photograph was taken when the brothers happened both to be on leave in London. When my father rejoined his unit, Arthur took my father’s girlfriend, later my mother, out once or twice. Perhaps they had tea at the Crystal Palace, with winkles. Then Arthur went back to the war and, when it was over, to Australia. The brothers never met again and I never saw my handsome uncle with the intriguing hat.


After the war my father returned to Godde, Bedin and made, Marjorie recalls, ‘a great deal of money’ – I have no idea how much. He furnished the house with antiques, cloisonné vases, fine prints and paintings (Marjorie still has two entrancing watercolours of eastern scenes by Noel Leaver) and they had a live-in maid. For Marjorie’s sixth birthday he bought her a gold watch (‘Mother was furious’). She and Bill were both privately educated. Bill went to Colet Court, the prep school for St Paul’s, and Marjorie to St Paul’s Girls’ School. When cars were still quite rare my father bought one – a French model – from someone in Godde, Bedin. Later he bought a big brown Morris Oxford with curtains you could pull over the windows and a back part that folded down. Marjorie recalls that he had to go to Oxford to collect it (‘you did in those days’), and she used to enjoy kneeling on the back seat and looking at the people behind. Its registration number was WL 4484. For holidays they would drive down to Devon and stop on the way to visit Stonehenge – you could wander quite freely among the monoliths – and at Taunton where they had buns hot from the oven. There were also seaside holidays in Kent at Westgate-on-Sea, not Margate, which was considered common. There is a photograph of Rosemary and me (aged about four) on the sands at Westgate, mounted on donkeys. My donkey was called Pip, you can read it on his headband, and he was very pungent. Nowadays, as a beekeeper, I have a particular interest in oilseed rape, which is a big honey-crop, and Pip smelt exactly like a field of oilseed rape in full flower. It must have been on this holiday that I got lost on the sands and told the kind people who found me wandering, ‘My mummy’s got a bun,’ meaning she wore her hair in a coil at the back. This, too, became a family joke, but it was accurate enough to get me restored to my relations.


A relic of my father’s life in France is a watercolour I now have. It is a still life showing a plate of fruit – grapes, figs, a melon, a pomegranate. A label on the back identifies it as the work of Alberte Marie Ponchon of 3 Place des Victoires, Paris, and also supplies the information that it was shown at the Salon de l’Union des Femmes Peintres et Sculpteurs. The framer’s label reads Dorure, Encadrements. Le Michaux, 75 Rue St Jacques, Paris. The Union of Women Painters and Sculptors was the first society of female artists in France, founded in 1881 by the sculptor Hélène Bertaux, and from 1882 it mounted annual exhibitions for women artists only. Whether my father knew Alberte, I have no idea.


The only other relic of his prosperous days that I have is the printed programme and menu for the Thirty-Sixth Annual Dinner and Dance of the Old Russellians, held on Saturday 9 February 1935 at the Criterion Restaurant in London. My father presided, and there is a smiling photograph of him on the front. Inside is the menu, all in French: Hors  d’æuvre Variés, followed by Consommé Brunoise and Crème Beau Rivage, then Barbue Duglèré, then Ris de Veau Milanaise with Petits Pois à l �Étuvée, then Poularde Washington with Pommes Duchesse, then Bombe Pralinée and Arlésiennes, and finally Café. On the facing page is the Toast List, with toasts to The King, The Old Russellians, The Old School, and The Chairman, all with the names of those who proposed and replied – my father replying to the last. On the back the entertainers are listed. Music during dinner and for the dancing was provided by The Sylvans Band. After dinner a contralto, Miss Miriam Benham, sang (she seems to have been quite well known and is cited in Sir Landon Ronald’s 1937 Who’s Who in Music). Clown Argo (‘The Master Mimic’) performed, and Mr George Piper was at the piano.


My mother must, I suppose, have attended this event, and I know a bit more about her early life than I do about my father’s. She was ten years younger than him – born in 1897 – and was the daughter of a master blacksmith, James Cook, who had a forge off King Street, Hammersmith, employing several under-blacksmiths. As a child Marjorie used to go and watch them at work. I remember Grandpa Cook quite well. He was huge, as broad as a door, with drooping white moustaches and bear-paw hands. He had a specially made reclining chair, designed by himself. Improbably large, and upholstered in plum-coloured leather, it had various brass levers and pulleys that, properly operated, would lower its back until it lay flat like a bed and raise its adjustable footstool. This was not an invalid chair, it was just for comfort. Grandma Cook (née Walsgrove) was tiny, neat and gentle, with a sweet scrunched-up face.


The Cooks had three daughters. Dorothy (Dot) was the eldest, then came my mother, Winifred Ethel, and Eva. Dot married Reg Morgan, who was something high up in the Port of London Authority, and once, as a treat, Rosemary and I were taken on a tour of the London docks in a PLA launch. We were thrilled, and pretended we were looking for smugglers, as perhaps we were. Eva married Eddie Saxby, who was a partner in his family removals firm. Their two children, our cousins, were Barbara and Margaret, about the same age as Rosemary and me. Uncle Eddie had a Clark Gable moustache and was a bit of a card. One Christmas, it must have been 1938, we were all in the drawing room at Lonsdale Road when someone gave a shout and there, walking up the garden path, was Father Christmas. He came in through the conservatory with his sack and gave out presents. I was numb with shock. The whole room seemed suddenly different, as if in another reality. It was the only time in my life I have felt the presence of something otherworldly. A while after Father Christmas had left, Uncle Eddie came back. He had gone out earlier to get, he said, some cigarettes from the car. We all rushed at him shouting, ‘You’ve missed Father Christmas.’ He wouldn’t believe us and said we were making it up. It was years before I realised what had happened.


Of my father’s siblings Uncle Arthur went to Australia because he couldn’t settle to any job in England. But he couldn’t in Australia either, and lived in Newcastle, New South Wales, in a sort of shack. He sent us copies of an illustrated magazine called Pix, a kind of Australian Picture Post, which had matt, greyish pictures of life-saving teams on beaches and cheerfully racist cartoons depicting aboriginal families.


My father’s younger sister, Mollie, married Tom Pockington, who made optical lenses, and they emigrated to Canada. I never saw them. They seem, though, to have been kind and generous. During the Second World War they sent us food parcels – chocolate, dried fruit, tinned ham. They were not wrapped in paper but stitched up in white cloth which someone said came from sugar bags.


Emily, the elder sister, was rather forbidding, and married Albert Jenkinson (Uncle Bert), who was a salesman in stationery. He used to give Bill and Marjorie pencils and paper when they were little. I have a photograph of Bert and Emily’s wedding, which was evidently rather classy. The women are wearing fabulous hats and the men are dressed to the nines. My father – still a bachelor – is beautifully turned out, as always, in a jacket with braided lapels, a stiff white collar and a waistcoat with a gold watch chain looped across it. Uncle Bert was a conjuror on the side. He wore spats (neat little doeskin gaiters worn by gentlemen to cover the lacing of their shoes or boots), and would mystify Rosemary and me by putting his foot on a chair, inserting a penny under one side of his spat and taking it out the other side. He and Aunt Emmie had no children and he died young of TB.


While my mother was growing up the Cooks lived in Hammersmith at 44 Margravine Gardens, and she went to a London County Council School nearby. I know this because among my books now is a copy of The Dog Crusoe by R. M. Ballantyne, and pasted inside the front cover is a London County Council certificate which records that it was awarded to Winnie Cook of St Dunstan’s Road School for General Progress in October 1908. The Dog Crusoe, subtitled A Tale of the Western Prairies, is a boys’ adventure yarn, and seems an odd choice for an eleven-year-old girl. Still, it’s a handsome volume, bound in blue with gold ornaments and a gold stamp proclaiming that it was a Prize Awarded by the London County Council.


The other book of my mother’s I have is far more beautiful. It is called Edmund Dulac’s Picture Book for the French Red Cross, and all profits from its sale went to help the sick and wounded in France. The contents are fairy stories, mostly from the Arabian Nights, and each is glowingly illustrated with a Dulac print, seventeen in all. When, in 2007, I went to the Dulwich Picture Gallery exhibition called ‘The Age of Enchantment: Beardsley, Dulac and their Contemporaries’, a copy of this book was on show. On my copy’s flyleaf my father has written in a neat but rather dashing script ‘To W E Cook from CWC Dec 1915’. So this was his present to my eighteen-year-old mother before he went to the war.


Apart from the two books, a remnant of my mother’s youth I still have is a small oak chest which opens to reveal a glittering array of cutlery – large knives and small knives, all with ivory handles, large forks, dessert forks, dessert spoons, serving spoons, teaspoons, salt spoons, as well as carving knives and a steel for sharpening them, all fitting snugly into green-baize-lined lift-out shelves. Inside the lid the maker’s name is stamped in silver, J. Rodgers & Sons, Cutler to His Majesty, 6 Norfolk Street, Sheffield. Screwed to the outside is an engraved silver plate which reads: ‘Presented to Miss W. E. Cook on the occasion of her marriage, in recognition of her services with Les Successeurs D’Albert Godde, Bedin & Cie London during the years 1913–1919 and especially during the period of the Great War 1914–1919’. (We think of the war as ending in 1918, but it was in 1919 that the Treaty of Versailles was signed.)


After they married, on 23 August 1919, she and my father moved to 220 St Leonard’s Road in East Sheen, which was where Bill and Marjorie were born. Then in 1928 my father bought the Lonsdale Road house and Grandma and Grandpa Cook moved into St Leonard’s Road, which is where I remember them living. Grandpa Cook, having retired from blacksmithing, enjoyed collecting furniture and objets d’art, and used to go to sales, sometimes taking Marjorie with him when she was little. The drawing room at St Leonard’s Road was a treasury of Victorian bric-a-brac – china ornaments, bronzes, and a ticking white-and-gold clock under a glass dome. There was a garden at the back, and to get to it you went through a small glassed-in conservatory where there was a wooden cabinet with a zinc-lined ice compartment – a kind of pre-refrigeration fridge for keeping butter and milk in. I used to be allowed to put my hand in, just for a moment, to feel the chill.


My mother’s face in her wedding photo looks confidently at the camera from under a headdress of plaited summer flowers. Pretty, eager, excited, it is the face of a young woman blessed by chance. Her man has survived a war in which many thousands died. I saw this photo for the first time quite recently and I felt like an intruder, coming upon a happiness to which I did not belong. For the mother I knew never looked like this. Though brave and resolute, she was also anxious and careworn, and I now realise that by the time I was born, fifteen years after her wedding, her world had darkened. In the early 1930s Godde, Bedin went into liquidation and my father lost his job and a lot of money. When Rosemary and I were teenagers, we were shown, with a kind of wry amusement, bundles of worthless Godde, Bedin shares that were kept under the hinged seat of a wooden settle in the front hall. My father got another job as an accountant with the British radio manufacturer Cossor, and, Marjorie recalls, the live-in maid was kept on for quite a long time after the Godde, Bedin debacle. All the same, the future that had seemed secure had vanished, and the labour of caring for a growing family and a big house fell increasingly on my mother’s shoulders.


Much more worrying was Bill. That there was something wrong with him was a fact I grew up with. I cannot remember a time when he seemed normal. Yet there is a photo of him in Colet Court uniform, taken a year or two before I was born, where he looks like an ordinary, jolly schoolboy, and Marjorie remembers how, on family holidays when they were children, the two of them would mischievously slip away from respectable Westgate and hang around the amusement arcades in downmarket Margate. She recalls, too, that at the age of eleven or twelve he had an astonishingly advanced vocabulary and would use difficult words she had never heard of. She thinks that perhaps he was on the edge of being very clever, until something went wrong. What that something was is a mystery. Our family GP told her much later that Bill never developed physically, so perhaps it was at puberty that abnormality began to appear. She says that Mother would never admit that there was anything wrong. Bill did not smoke or drink and was a fine brother, she would tell Marjorie. Perhaps in some unacknowledged way she resented Marjorie’s being well when Bill was not, so treated her more severely. She was dosed once a week with California Syrup of Figs, which made her physically sick, so she had to stand in the bath before being given it, whereas Bill was given little chocolate pills. In itself this is trivial, of course. The middle classes were paranoid about constipation in the 1930s and California Syrup of Figs, though vile, was a popular remedy. Rosemary and I were also given it weekly when we were deemed old enough. All the same, my mother’s severity to Marjorie, besides being a sign of her indomitable willpower, may have been connected in some oblique way with her anxiety about her firstborn son.


Bill’s condition deteriorated over the years, so it is hard to describe it at any one time. I remember him as tall and painfully thin, with a shrunken chest, narrow shoulders that seemed to fold inwards, and long, lean hands which hung loosely in front of him. He would rub them together nervously and they trembled when he lifted things. He spoke very little and had almost no facial expression, just a pallid, blank, worried look. While conversation went on around him he would sit, seemingly abstracted, sometimes glowering, as if perplexed by a deep inner problem. Sometimes he seemed to take pleasure in aggravation. If, at mealtime, there was some small mishap, he would snicker with amusement, particularly if the mishap involved Marjorie or my father. This grew rarer as time went on, though, and he withdrew more. It strikes me now that autism may have been one of his troubles, but it was not a condition much known about in the 1930s.


On the other hand he was, in my early years, far from disabled. He could ride a bike, and had a job in the packing department of the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge in Hammersmith. Within the family, his strangeness was never discussed. It was made clear that to refer to it or ask about it, or about what had happened in the past, was unacceptable. At that time mental illness was considered shameful, a thing to be hidden, so Bill’s condition made it impossible for us to invite friends home or ask people to meals. However, this was probably less of a deprivation than it might seem now. Families at our class-level did not, I think, entertain much in those days. People kept themselves to themselves. At any rate, we did, and we never had meals out. We were a very enclosed family, and my mother was determined to keep it that way. Bill would clearly not marry, and the idea that the other three of us might, and leave home, was something she shut her mind to. In time this caused considerable unhappiness.


Quite apart from family worries, the late 1930s must have been an anxious time for my parents, as for most people in Europe. In August 1939 we were sent away to the little country town of Mere in Wiltshire for several weeks – my father stayed in London – and we were still in Mere on 3 September when Neville Chamberlain made his broadcast to the nation telling us that we were at war with Germany. When we got back to Lonsdale Road we found an air-raid shelter in the garden. I think Uncle Eddie’s removal men had dug it, and they had done a thorough job. Where the lawn had been a huge mound of raw earth squatted like a tumulus, with a sandbagged entrance and a flight of wooden steps going down into the darkness. I was tremendously excited. I suppose I saw it as a new kind of adventure playground, and as we stood in the drawing room looking out at it through the French windows I glanced up at my mother expecting her to share my pleasure. She was in tears. It was the only time I ever saw her weep, and I couldn’t understand why.


For a while the air-raid shelter did become a play-space for Rosemary and me. We used to buy Wall’s Snow-Fruits, triangular water-ices in cardboard sleeves, from the corner shop opposite our garage, and lick them surreptitiously in the shelter’s dark, rather smelly interior. But it palled after a while. Another memory from this waiting-time is of our family, all six of us, sitting solemnly in the drawing room at Lonsdale Road wearing our government-issue gas masks. I used to think we must have heard rumours of a poison gas attack, and decided to meet our fate in a dignified manner, like true Britons. But it’s more likely we were obeying official instructions to get used to wearing our gas masks, so that we’d be less liable to panic in an emergency. Mine, I remember, made breathing difficult, and I could not see out of it because the transparent eyepiece misted up. Otherwise it was fine.


Then, one night in September 1940, my father took me to the upstairs window again and showed me another glare in the sky, not the Crystal Palace this time, but London’s docks on fire – the start of the Blitz. In the weeks that followed the shelter briefly came into its own. I remember being carried to it, in pyjamas and dressing gown, across what was left of the garden, and looking up at a night sky busy with searchlights. However, it soon became clear that the threat to Barnes was small and the shelter rather horrible, so we took alternative precautions. Marjorie slept in the understairs cupboard, reckoned a safe place because staircases were strongly built. Rosemary and I slept on a mattress underneath my parents’ big bed, which had been dismantled and reassembled downstairs in the drawing room. Bill slept under the dining-room table.


Nights were usually noisy. Once a bomb landed over by the reservoirs and blew in our front door. Marjorie, safe under the stairs, saw the parquet blocks on the hall floor rise in the air and fall back into place. Blast had odd effects. A nearby house lost its entire wall on the street side, exposing all its rooms with their furniture still in place, like a doll’s house with the front lifted off. This became a common sight in the Blitz and must have kept Uncle Eddie’s removal vans busy. Blackout regulations were strict. Rosemary and I were not allowed to have the light on in the drawing room for more than a few moments while we undressed. We used to crawl onto the mattress beneath our parents’ bed in the dark and read by torchlight under the bedclothes. One night we were startled from sleep to find the drawing room full of light. ‘You’ve left the light on,’ Rosemary shouted, horrified. But I had not. An incendiary bomb had fallen in the garden and its furious glare was strong enough to penetrate the thick blackout curtains, making the room as bright as day. It was quickly put out by an ARP warden who clambered over the wall, and he gave my father the tail section as a trophy. I inspected it closely. It was about six inches long, with three fins enclosed at the base in a neat metal ring, and the little rivets that had held it to the bomb casing were still there, hanging twisted and wobbly in their holes. We kept it on the kitchen mantelpiece to hold spills for lighting the gas.


A more serious, high-explosive bomb fell near the railway line at the bottom of my grandparents’ St Leonard’s Road garden. It did not explode at once, and all the houses nearby were evacuated. My grandparents took refuge with us, and I have an image of neat little Grandma Cook standing at an upstairs window at Lonsdale Road, looking out. It occurs to me now she was waiting for the explosion that would tell her her house had been destroyed. But of course I didn’t think of that at the time. I just wondered why she was looking so sad. She turned and saw me, and instantly smiled to show there was nothing wrong. In the event, the bomb was successfully defused, and my grandparents returned to their lovely curios and zinc-lined fridge.


I used to think that my father decided to take the family out of London towards the end of 1941 because the firm he worked for moved its offices. But I learned quite recently that in fact I was responsible. Apparently, after a particularly noisy night, I said to my father, ‘Are we dead yet, Daddy?’ This line, anticipating, I like to think, my later interest in Dickensian melodrama, so moved my tender-hearted father that he let the London house and moved us all out of danger to a Nottinghamshire village called Radcliffe-on-Trent.
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Radcliffe





Radcliffe, my father told me, was in the Midlands. He was fond of quoting, somewhat sadly, Hilaire Belloc:








When I am living in the Midlands,


That are sodden and unkind,


The great hills of the south country


Come back into my mind.











I liked the sound of the great hills, but had no idea where they were meant to be, and could not remember any in Barnes. The nearest town to Radcliffe was Nottingham – also, I learned, in the Midlands – and my father got a job there as an accountant with a firm that made women’s clothes. Bill and Marjorie both worked in Nottingham too, cycling the six miles there and back each day, whereas my father went on the bus. Bill’s job was in the packing department at the Nottingham Evening Post, Marjorie’s in Barclays Bank in Arkwright Street. It was freezing in winter, she told us, and she got terrible chilblains. But there was an open fire and Eric Wing, the man she later married, put a kettle on at eleven o’clock each morning and dissolved Oxo cubes in boiling water – which, with everything being rationed, was a luxury.


Radcliffe was just a village then. There was a crossroads with a few shops and a church. We lived in Walnut Grove, a stony track winding up from the crossroads. When it rained, little streams snaked down it, with gravel glinting through the water. At the top was a green gate and, beyond it, someone’s enormous vegetable garden. We were forbidden to go there, and I thought of it as the garden where Peter Rabbit met Mr McGregor. Our house, Durham House, was halfway up on the left, a foursquare, detached, double-fronted brick house with laurel bushes in front and a long back garden. Next door, in a cottage, lived Miss Haslam, who was an ARCM and gave Rosemary piano lessons. Next door on the other side was a stable belonging to some people called the Greatorexes. Since there was no resident horse, they let Rosemary and me use the hayloft over it as a den. To get in you had to stand on an iron manger and clamber up through a trapdoor. It was a lovely place, smelling of straw and dust. Opposite us were the Richmonds, who had a bay tree in their front garden. When my mother prepared soused herrings for high tea on Saturdays I was sent to ask if we could please have some leaves from it for flavouring. Kind Mr Richmond would pick a sheaf and put them in my hand like a little pack of bright green cards. Apart from the Misses Bloodworth, who lived next door to Miss Haslam and were on bad terms with her and were known to be gossips, that was the entire population of Walnut Grove.


At the bottom of Walnut Grove was a long low shed housing Astell’s, the newsagent’s and confectioner’s, where we bought our sweet ration. Mr Astell was a gaunt, square-jawed, wolfish-looking man, and all he usually had in stock were wine gums. They were shaped to look roughly like fruits, in various cloudy colours, and he kept them in a tall metal canister with a round lid which he would lever off, prior to pouring a meagre tinkling shower into the brass pan of his scales. The sweet ration was four ounces a week and if he went overweight his long fingers would select an errant gum from the scales, toss it back in the tin and clap the lid on, while we watched critically. He almost never had any chocolate in stock – not, anyway, for Rosemary and me – but luckily Marjorie had a boyfriend in the RAF called Chris who would send her bars of chocolate occasionally which we shared. At Astell’s we also bought Erinmore Flake for my father’s pipe and, using a fraction of our shilling-a-week pocket money, Rizla rolling papers for the cigarettes that Rosemary and I smoked secretly in our den. In the 1940s anyone who was the least bit stylish smoked, so we puffed away in solemn imitation.


The other shops were of less interest. Opposite the end of Walnut Grove was the Co-op where all the family’s rations were measured out, and round the corner from Astell’s was a baker’s which sold cream buns. Up the village street was Smith’s the chemist, a legendary shop because a previous Mr Smith had invented a hand cream called Cremolia and sold it to Boots for, it was whispered, unimaginable riches. You can still buy it and it is, so far as I know, the only famous thing to have come out of Radcliffe. But for Rosemary and me Radcliffe was heaven. The nights were so quiet, after Barnes and the bombs, that we found it hard to get to sleep, and the days were full of freedom. Radcliffe really does have red cliffs, as its name promises, and they were our playground. We would turn left out of Walnut Grove, walk up the road, climb a stile – the first stile we had seen in our lives – and cross a field to the cliff-top path. To clamber down the cliff face we clung to bushes and got footholds on tree roots and slipped and slithered the last bit, and there at the bottom was the River Trent with a weir stretching across it. It was a rather dank and gloomy place, with overhanging trees and lots of nettles, but the weir put everything else out of your head. The air was thick with the din of it, and you could stand on a concrete ledge, looking out over the foaming roar, so close that the shallow water by the bank, as clear as a plate of glass, was racing past just inches from your toes. Our cousins, Barbara and Margaret, Eva and Eddie’s children, came to stay for a week and we tried to introduce them to the pleasures of cliff climbing. But they were terrified and we felt very superior. When Rosemary and I were grown up, and had children of our own, we wondered whatever our parents had been thinking of, allowing us such freedom. But I fancy that they, like the rest of us, just eased up, getting out of London, and were content to let things go.


Not that they relaxed, exactly. My father grew vegetables for us in the back garden, his part in the Dig for Victory campaign. The garden at Barnes had been small, and mainly lawn, or, later, mainly air-raid shelter. This one was huge by comparison and had extensive brick-built sheds and outhouses and fruit trees – a damson near the kitchen and several apples. I think my father was pleased and proud that he could grow so much. He had a cucumber frame, an adventurous thing for those days. I had never seen one and was fascinated by the idea of vegetables having a special room for themselves out of doors. He also joined the local Home Guard unit. They wore battle dress and had rifles and did manoeuvres down by the railway line. I remember watching them taking up a defensive position, a line of men, all, I suppose, ex-soldiers, sighting along their rifle barrels. It was serious, and the Dad’s Army idea of the Home Guard popularised in the 1960s has always seemed to me insulting – a cheap laugh for a pampered, unthreatened generation.


My mother worked all the time – cooked, cleaned, catered. In the evenings she knitted sweaters and socks for Bill, me and my father. Until my late teens the only socks I wore were ones she had knitted, and usually darned as well. Buying socks in a shop would have seemed ridiculous, and it never occurred to me that anyone did. For darning she had a wooden toadstool, painted pink (though most of the paint was worn off), which she slipped under the place to be darned. She washed our clothes each Monday in the stone-paved scullery where there was a copper with a coke fire underneath and a wooden ‘copper-stick’, pale and worn from use, and wrinkled, like your hand when you’ve left it too long in water, which was for pushing the clothes down in the copper. For drying she used a mangle, a big iron frame, a bit like a printing press, with a screw at the top for adjusting the tension and two wooden rollers turned by an iron wheel at the side. The wet clothes were fed in at the back and came out from between the rollers flat as cardboard while water from them splashed down a wooden sluice at the front into a bucket. Ironing happened later in the week, in the afternoons, filling the kitchen with a lovely toasty smell. The house was kept spotless, every polishable surface polished. The dining-room sideboard had an array of silver objects on show – cake stands, salvers, fruit dishes – and they were always sparkling. Marjorie helped with this, but otherwise it was taken for granted by everyone, my mother included, that housework was her department. The idea that my father should help with the housework would have struck her as out of the course of nature.


She was a wonderful cook and provider, and eked out food so that despite rationing we never went hungry. Some of the best things were from leftovers, especially bubble and squeak and scraps of meat minced for shepherd’s pie. The mincer was a big hand-cranked machine that had to be screwed to a table-edge before use. The meat went into the metal cup at the top and the little worms of mince wriggled out at the bottom. Then the mincer had to be taken apart and all its screws and cutters scrubbed clean. As a treat she would make toffee, using black treacle and pouring the mix into a greased baking tray. When it had hardened she broke it up with a hammer, and because of the greased tray you always got a slight taste of margarine when you first put a piece in your mouth. It was delicious. Rosemary and I had no memory of what food had been like before the war. We used to goggle at the old biscuit tins my mother kept knitting wool in, and the custard creams, rich teas or shortbreads pictured there seemed like other-world fantasies, not real food at all. I used to love Sunday breakfasts because she would make a kind of egg fritter out of reconstituted dried egg. Real eggs were pretty well unknown, but occasionally my mother would get one and boil it for my father. He always insisted on making soldiers out of bread and marge and dipping one into the yolk for Rosemary and one for me. My mother would plead, ‘Don’t, Will, don’t. There’ll be none for you.’ But he did, and I never eat a boiled egg now without thinking of it.


Rosemary and I both had bikes. Mine was a BSA roadster with eighteen-inch wheels, a three-speed gear housed in its rear hub and, at first, wooden blocks screwed to its pedals because my legs were too short to reach them. Our regular ride was to Shelford, a village a couple of miles away. In the Middle Ages it had had a famous priory with a relic of the true cross and a phial of the Virgin’s milk. But I knew nothing about this at the time and would not have cared if I had. For me the truly important thing about Shelford was the steep hill leading down to it. Once launched, you lost all control. The hedges zipped by, the wind rushed through your hair. The BSA, flying over the bumps, was a racehorse or a fighter plane, depending on which fantasy you were wrapped in. When it was over we trudged uphill for another go. Fortunately, as it was wartime, there were no cars.


Walnut Grove was a gentle slope by comparison, but even it could provide a thrill if you got up enough speed. One day I was pedalling furiously down it, crouched over the handlebars in proper racing pose, when a strange thing happened. I seemed to be waking up at home in bed, but the object in front of my eyes was unmistakably a bacon slicer, and I could not make out how it had got there. It turned out that the BSA had carried me across the Shelford Road, hit the kerb the other side and dumped me on the pavement outside the Co-op. Excited reports reached Durham House that eyewitnesses had seen me being carried lifeless into the shop. As I recall, my parents were very calm about it. In the middle of a world war a child falling off his bike was no great matter.


We all went to church every Sunday. People tended to during the war, but I think we would have anyway as my parents were rather religious. I don’t mean they were preachy or given to discussing religion. That would never have entered their heads. But we always said grace before meals – ‘For what we are about to receive may the Lord make us truly thankful. Amen’ – and my father knelt by his bed and said his prayers every night, sometimes audibly. We were encouraged to do the same, though if it was cold I compromised by saying them when I had snuggled under the covers. I was an unquestioning believer and had evolved an elaborate personal prayer in which I asked God to protect all my relatives – aunts, uncles, cousins – each individually designated, as well as each of the stuffed animals I took to bed with me, which was quite a crowd.


Over the mantelpiece in my parents’ bedroom hung a huge picture of the crucifixion in a black frame, showing the three victims on their crosses under dark clouds, and the gaggle of mourners and soldiers below. It must I think have been a print of some Renaissance painting but I have never been able to spot the original though I have kept an eye open in art galleries over the years. Looking back it seems a macabre ornament for a bedroom, but I thought it perfectly natural at the time. My mother’s favourite hymns were ‘There is a green hill far away’ and ‘When I survey the wondrous cross’. Perhaps that had something to do with the bedroom picture. I disliked hearing her sing, and when I was little I used to plead with her not to – ‘Don’t sing, Mum, don’t sing,’ which became a family joke. I think it was that the voice she put on for singing made her seem unfamiliar, and frightened me.


In Radcliffe, as soon as I was old enough, I joined the church choir. I didn’t actually volunteer, but I agreed when my parents suggested it, partly because choirboys wore black cassocks and white surplices, which I thought rather dashing, and partly because they were paid half a crown (that is, two shillings and sixpence) each quarter. Being a choirboy, I heard the King James version of the Bible read in church every Sunday. I generally listened with half an ear, and just let the sounds drift over me, but that was, I suppose, when its exotic language and strange stories started to settle into my head and seem natural. Meanwhile, from singing hymns, I began to see what poetry was, though I wouldn’t have put it like that. I especially liked the line about singing valleys – ‘The valleys stand so thick with corn that even they are singing’ – in William Dix’s hymn ‘To thee O Lord our hearts we raise’. It appealed to me because valleys obviously can’t sing, yet I could see what it meant. It was a while before I realised Dix had taken his line from Psalm 65 – also part of a choirboy’s repertoire – where it seemed even better because the valleys laughed as well as singing.


Reading in Radcliffe mostly meant comics. Rosemary and I got the Dandy and Beano every week and fought over who should read them first, and she bought Sunny Stories, the Enid Blyton weekly, which I read too, though it was a bit feminine for my taste. From time to time, if we could afford it, we got Hotspur and Champion as well, and for a while my hero was Rockfist Rogan of the RAF, a Spitfire pilot and boxing ace whose adventures Champion serialised. A comic we saw more rarely, Film Fun, had a kind of cross-genre piquancy for us, because at Radcliffe’s small cinema (‘The Rex’) we screamed with laughter at Laurel and Hardy each Saturday at the children’s matinees, and when we got Film Fun there they were on the page, and it was like coming across a bad drawing of people we knew.


Though our staple was comics, there were a lot of books in the house. In the front room a large, shiny bookcase, with glass doors, displayed bound sets relating to the South African War, Living Animals of the World, and other serious topics, along with the Encyclopædia Britannica in green cloth. These books were furniture. No one, so far as I know, ever ventured to open the glass doors and disturb their austere calm. I still have that Encyclopædia Britannica. It always looks a little naked on my shelves, without its glass, and it is not much good for reference, being the eleventh edition (1910–11). But it is a time machine. Its pictures and descriptions of cities and countries show a world that two wars and modern communications have swept away. Here, preserved in photographs and tiny print, are Conrad’s Africa and Proust’s France and the Germany of Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks.


But as a child I was immune to its appeal. The real books were upstairs – perhaps a couple of hundred of them, on some old varnished shelves in a room rather grandly called ‘the study’. It also contained a big linen cupboard, in the top right-hand drawer of which were a box of revolver bullets and a policeman’s truncheon. They belonged, I suppose, to my father – the bullets left over from the Great War, and the truncheon, I later surmised, from his brief period as a special constable during the General Strike. But I can’t be sure, because I never discussed these magic relics with anybody, or disclosed that I knew of their whereabouts. I would just take them out, when alone, and finger them. The truncheon was new-looking and shiny, and disappointingly free of combat-marks. But some of the bullets had evidently been used – perhaps fired at Germans? – and the remainder rolled about and thudded importantly against the sides of their tough little cardboard box with its stoutly stapled corners.


Their spell filled the room with past time, and so did the books, for most of them dated from the 1920s and ’30s when Bill was growing up. My favourite was a Chums annual for 1894. Chums was a boys’ weekly started in 1892, and the 1894 volume must have belonged to my father when he was a boy, though oddly I never asked him about it. It was a huge book, in deeply embossed red and gold covers, inside which the weekly issues of Chums were bound together. They had no colour, just columns and columns of close-packed print, and greyish pictures showing schoolboys in Eton collars and knickerbockers and caps with stripes going round them. It had a distinct military tang. There were articles on the animal mascots adopted by British regiments, and pictures of army uniforms worn by different nations, including Austro-Hungary, which had ceased to exist by the time I read it. Each number had an instalment of a novel – 1894 started with Stevenson’s Treasure Island – and there was a lot of rough-and-tumble humour based on class and race – tramps, beggars and foreigners all being automatically funny, which I thought hilarious. What I liked best were the column-fillers – jokes, fascinating facts, arresting anecdotes, each occupying its tiny paragraph. They were quite useless, but I would soak them up for hours, completely released from my own world, like an archaeologist at the bottom of a deep shaft.


Almost as strong a competitor for my attention was a Hobbies Annual from a more recent era – about 1933, I think, because one of its illustrations was an artist’s impression of ‘The Doomed R101 at its Mooring Mast’. In the accompanying article, describing the airship losing height as it crossed France, the writer referred to it as ‘the crippled dirigible’. I was captivated by the phrase, and hoarded it in my memory for years like a line of poetry, hoping I might get an opportunity to use it myself, though it seemed unlikely. But in 1988, reviewing Michael Green’s autobiography The Boy Who Shot Down an Airship for the Sunday Times, I came across Green’s memory of seeing the R101 pass overhead, and in my review I was at last able to pass ‘the crippled dirigible’ off as my own. A small triumph, I know, but it’s the kind of thing that makes a literary life feel rounded.


The main pleasure Hobbies offered, though, was not its literary style but its detailed directions about how to construct model steam yachts or electric motors or viaducts for Hornby layouts. These always carried the assurance that the necessary materials could be ‘purchased for a few pence from any ironmongers’. I liked the opulence that evoked, though I knew of no likely ironmongers and, anyway, had no inclination to make the models. The pleasure they yielded was pure make-believe. I gloated over them rather, I suppose, as housewives, stinted by rationing, studied pre-war cookery books.


Most of the other stuff on the shelves seemed pretty unapproachable. There was a high proportion of John Buchan and G. A. Henty, and a quick look at these put me off. More manageable was The Boy’s Book of School Stories by the intriguingly  named Gunby Hadath. One story that impressed me indelibly was about a class studying Scott’s ‘Lay of the Last Minstrel’ which contains the lines:








O Caledonia! stern and wild;


Meet nurse for a poetic child.











The master asks a not-very-bright boy what they mean and he is baffled. To him the lines sound ‘like a telegram from a lunatic asylum to an employment agency’. (This was the story’s best joke, and still seems funny to me.) In despair he blurts out, ‘Sir, I don’t quite understand who is to meet the nurse.’ The class howl with laughter and the master is witheringly sarcastic. However, the boy gets his revenge. Climbing in the Alps in the summer holidays, he comes across a climber in difficulties, clinging to a narrow ledge. It is the same master! I remember the illustration. Stuck to the rock face like a starfish, in plus fours and long socks, he is staring downwards with the whites of his eyes enlarged to indicate terror. The boy, leaning out coolly from the rock below him, instructs him on which ledges to put his feet to reach safety. I suppose the story appealed to me as a triumph over the adult world – though the literary allusion also gave it a certain chic.


What the story was meant to teach me, of course, was that courage matters more than understanding poetry. Several other stories also promoted courage. The illustration for one showed an enormous rugby player in a striped shirt running full tilt towards the viewer with the ball tucked under his arm while a player in a different shirt watches him go past in dismay. The caption read ‘He funked it’, and the story was about how the dismayed player had meant to bring his gigantic opponent down with a diving tackle but lost heart at the last moment. I forget what he did to atone for his cowardice. Perhaps he found another climber in the Alps.


Contemporary writing was not represented on the shelves, so for that I had to depend on birthday and Christmas presents, and loans from friends. My favourite modern author was Captain W. E. Johns. I must have read nearly all his Biggles books (though not the cissy Worrals-of-the-WAAF series, of course). The Biggles adventures that most gripped me were the exotic ones. Biggles in the Orient was a marvel of deft plotting about a series of inexplicable crashes among the fighter planes operating against the Japanese from a certain Burmese airfield. Inspecting the wreckage of one plane Biggles finds a scrap of peppermint-scented silver paper. Chewing gum! All at once it dawns on him. Someone must be drugging the pilots’ confectionery so that they pass out when flying over the jungle. Sure enough, back at base a ‘moon-faced’ Eurasian mess steward is found injecting the squadron’s chewing gum with a hypodermic. Curtains for Moon-Face.


The scrap of pepperminty paper strikes me, even now, as a brilliant touch – like the chocolate paper William Golding’s Pincher Martin finds in his pocket, with one agonisingly sweet crumb of chocolate still adhering to it. Biggles in the South Seas enthralled me even more. I forget the plot, but in one episode Biggles’s friend Ginger becomes romantically attached to a young female South Sea Islander, and they have an adventure with a giant octopus, involving a lung-searing underwater swim. The girl is clad – scantily, one gathers – in something called a pareu. I had no idea what this garment was, but it lingered pleasantly in my mind, eventually getting mixed up with the brief costume worn by Jean Simmons in The Blue Lagoon.


In the cupboards under the glass-fronted bookcase that held the encyclopaedias I found eleven huge books, uniformly bound in thick, embossed red boards, and stacked on their sides like paving stones. They were too heavy to lift, so I dragged them out onto the floor, one by one, and opened them there. They were, I now know, bound annual sets of the French magazine Figaro illustré for the years 1890 to 1900. But to me at the time they were completely mysterious. I might as well have been exploring the remains of a dead civilisation. I don’t think I even knew the language they were in was French. What kept me turning the pages were the pictures – huge, full-page colour plates on thick, glossy paper depicting scenes from late nineteenth-century French life. I especially liked the ones of beautiful young ladies in flowing robes, surrounded by flowers, which seemed different from the rest, partly because of the way the ladies and flowers had outlines round them which made them stand out. I now know that these were by the Czech artist Alfons Mucha, the inventor of what came to be called art nouveau. I know, too, that the other pictures I pored over in those ten years of Figaros were by the most famous French illustrators of the time, including Toulouse-Lautrec. For an adult these sumptuous, decadent books (which I still have) mark a moment in cultural history. The last volume is devoted to the 1900 Paris International Exhibition, which spread the Mucha style worldwide. But at the age of nine or ten I was ignorant of all this. I could not connect the pictures with human life as I knew it, and did not want to. For me they were a fantastic world of otherness, endlessly absorbing. I would visit it surreptitiously, for I was not sure I was meant to touch or even know about these books, and I realised they must be valuable. I did not connect them with my father’s wealthy French past, for at the time I knew nothing about that either.


But rummaging through the house, as children do, I found things that told me he had been rich, or at any rate richer than we seemed to be. A black tail coat, a dinner jacket, striped trousers and a white waistcoat hung in a wardrobe. In a drawer I found two beautiful diamond cravat pins, one in the shape of a fleur-de-lys, and gold cuff links engraved CWC. In a cupboard in the sideboard in the dining room were bottles of wine. Wine! No one drank anything alcoholic in our house of any sort at all. With the wine were two boxes of cigars, opened and still half full. I loved sniffing the fragrant wood and rolling the cigars – wrapped in tissue paper – between my fingers to hear them crackle. With the cuff links and pins I had found a strange little metal tube with a spring, which I now know was a silver cigar cutter. But I did not connect any of these rich remains with the Figaros, or understand, as I now do, that my father must have brought them back from France, and perhaps sometimes leafed through them in suburban Barnes to remind him of his life in Paris, until the crash came and they were shut away in the cupboard out of sight.


These, then, were my education up to the age of about eleven – the King James Bible, Hymns Ancient and Modern, Dandy, Beano, Hotspur, Champion, Biggles, Chums for 1894, Gunby Hadath, the 1933 Hobbies annual and Figaro illustré for 1890–1900. I can see they’re not exactly what you would select nowadays as the ideal primary-school curriculum. All the same, they were what mattered to me, whereas nothing I read in school over the same period has stayed with me at all. I might as well not have been there. I am sure this was not the schools’ fault but mine. Partly because of family circumstances, and partly just by temperament, I was, I think, an abnormally self-contained, self-absorbed little boy. The home, and what I discovered there, was real to me. What lay beyond was hardly real at all.


When we arrived in Radcliffe Rosemary and I were sent to the council primary school. It was a modern brick building with asphalt playgrounds and green railings and separate entrances for boys and girls. Rosemary and I were in different forms, of course, so I didn’t see much of her. My form teacher was Miss Avison, who was fat, with glasses. I liked her and I think she found me amusing. She cast me as Herod in the school nativity play. I wore a gold paper crown and my mother supplied an opera cloak, black velvet with a shiny scarlet lining and white fur collar – another remnant, I suppose, of vanished prosperity. I also had a false beard which hooked over my ears. I thought I looked magnificently regal in these accoutrements. Seated on a chair centre stage, I had to open the play by telling the Wise Men to go off and follow the star to Bethlehem. As soon as the curtain rose – or, rather, was pulled aside, as it hung from a pole – the audience went into fits of laughter. I was astonished. I had no idea why they thought me funny and, as I recall, my Wise Men were similarly at a loss. Later Miss Avison did a watercolour painting of me as Herod in my autograph book, which my parents obviously found charming.


Everyone at the school had a third of a pint of free milk, mid-morning. It came in rattling metal crates, and the bottles were wider and thicker at the brim than modern milk bottles. They had cardboard tops with a circle stamped in the middle which you could press with your finger to make a hole for a straw. The milk had quite a thick layer of cream at the top, darker-coloured than the rest, as milk did in those days. Many years later, when I was studying seventeenth-century religious poetry, I came across ‘The Weeper’ by Richard Crashaw, a camp, and, I imagine, gay, English cleric, and the only English poet to write real baroque, counter-Reformation poetry, who fled to Rome and became a Catholic during the Civil War. In his poem he writes about the cream rising to the top in milk, and the text survives in two versions. In one it ‘steals above, and is the cream’, and in the other it ‘crawls above, and is the cream’. ‘Crawls’ always seemed to me a better word for the sluggish infiltration of cream through milk, and I now realise that what I was recalling was those bottles with their soft, cream-covered cardboard tops at primary school.


The war was, of course, the only subject in news broadcasts at the time (I once asked my mother what they had put in the news before the war and she couldn’t remember) and the only other incident I recall from primary school was war-linked. In November 1942, when news came of the British victory at El Alamein, there was countrywide rejoicing and, to celebrate the occasion, each child in our school was issued with a helping of trifle. It came in a sort of cardboard cup, white, with pleated sides, and consisted of custard, jelly and cream in about equal proportions. It was an unimaginable luxury in those sparse times. The trifles were handed round at teatime, with spoons, and before we tucked in the class stood up to thank God for victory and our trifles. In the middle of the prayer, I noticed something dreadful. My trifle was sliding down the sloping desk top. My hands were clasped in prayer, my head bowed, and to abandon this sacred posture merely to stop a sliding trifle was clearly unthinkable. So I did nothing, and it fell onto my shoe – or, rather, my boot, for in my early schooldays I wore, to my shame and embarrassment, boots, not shoes like everyone else, presumably because they were reach-me-downs from Bill’s schooldays when polished black ankle boots were fashionable juvenile wear. When ‘Amen’ was pronounced and everyone started eating their trifles, I stooped down and ate mine from my boot. I managed pretty well, though there was a slight tang of Cherry Blossom shoe polish, and tiny portions of trifle that my spoon could not get to were left in the eyeholes. As I recall no one paid the least attention to what had happened. Perhaps they were simply too absorbed in their own trifles.


Rosemary and I must have passed the eleven-plus while we were still at Radcliffe primary, but I can only remember walking home afterwards and feeling glad it was over. Being older, she went to grammar school first, and I was sent for a year to a Catholic boys’ school, Thomas à Becket, in West Bridgford. Maybe my parents thought it would be a good launching pad for grammar school, but if so they were mistaken. It was run by priests belonging to the Order of the Augustinians of the Assumption. They wore ankle-length black cassocks with long leather straps knotted round their middles, with which they used to hit us on the palms of our hands – never, so far as I could make out, for any particular reason. It did not hurt much, but neither Rosemary nor I had ever been hit at home, so to be hit by the holy fathers and holy brothers seemed somehow indecent. I don’t mean sexually, I had no thoughts of that kind, but socially – like spitting in someone’s eye. I can see that this must seem a fastidious and uppish attitude for a child to have taken. Still, it’s what I felt, as near as I can describe it, and I think children are often more fastidious than they are given credit for.


There was a school chapel, ablaze with the usual religious kitsch, but not being a Catholic I did not go to services there. I can’t remember reading anything at all in my year at Thomas à Becket, but I was once sick over a history book, open at a page showing an illustration of the Venerable Bede, which has permanently tainted my feelings about that great polymath. Outside the school was the River Trent and a suspension bridge with a stall where an old woman sold hot orange squash in winter at a penny a glass, which was good for warming your hands on. The bridge was a battleground where the bigger boys fought the pupils of Mundella, a secondary modern across the river, shouting their war-song:








Monkey Della


Red and yeller











in allusion to the Mundella school colours.


After a year in the care of the Augustinians I followed Rosemary to West Bridgford Grammar School. She did well there, came top in her class and played the flute in the school orchestra. I idled. The staff were bright and well-meaning, but I had no interest in the things they wanted to teach – history, geography, mathematics – which seemed abstruse and far removed from any concern of mine. Naturally this annoyed them, and I was put on Daily Report. This meant that at the start of each week I collected a card – a white sheet with a black grid of little boxes, like a cage – and at the end of each lesson I had to walk up to the front of the class and ask the teacher to fill the appropriate box, reporting on my scholarly progress, or lack of it. It was shaming, and, I suppose, meant to be. I coped by retreating into a sort of numbness, sealing myself off, so far as I could, from everyone around. I was helped by a book that I got from the school library, which I think a sympathetic teacher must have chosen for me. It was Henry Williamson’s Tarka the Otter, and I liked it because there were no people in it, or only incidentally, as enemies. With the very first sentence I was far away from West Bridgford: ‘Twilight over meadow and water, the eve-star shining above the hill, and Old Nog the heron crying kra-a-ark! as his slow dark wings carried him down to the estuary.’ I read it and reread it, not wanting to try any other book. Its fierce, cruel action made me feel secluded from everyday realities, and I realised that everything I had read before was trivial by comparison. I knew nothing about politics so I had no idea how lucky I was that Williamson’s books had not been banned from the school library because of his membership, before the war, of Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists. It was many years before I found anything to match Williamson’s masterpiece – not, in fact, until I read the poetry of his great admirer Ted Hughes.


I got the feeling that, because I was out of favour with the authorities, the weaker teachers picked on me. The art mistress, a prissy little woman importantly arrayed, as all the teachers were, in a long black academic gown, set us one day to paint the portrait of someone else in the class. I painted a boy called Bright, whom I had rather a crush on, though we had never spoken. I did his handsome profile and floppy straw-coloured hair and then, as background, I painted sloping scarlet dashes, to express what I took to be his eager approach to life, which was very unlike mine. I was rather pleased with it, but the art mistress took one look and said I had spoiled it with the ‘silly background’. It’s odd that I should have remembered such a tiny incident for so long, but I suppose it shows how raw I felt. I found some outlet for my frustrations in boxing. The school had a proper boxing ring set up in the gymnasium, and I knew from my reading of Chums and Gunby Hadath that boxing was a manly sport at which one should try to excel. I liked the leathery smell of the gloves and the tight, bouncy feel of the ropes and the neat, official-looking pads over the corner posts. Our bouts lasted for just three three-minute rounds and the gloves were so padded there was no danger of anyone getting hurt. But one day I did manage to knock down my opponent – a likeable boy called Jarvis who was rather a comic. He looked surprised and I felt elated – it was, after all, my only academic success at West Bridgford Grammar School. The teachers, on the other hand, seemed disapproving, as if it confirmed their suspicion of my evil tendencies.


I did have one friend, a boy called Jack Worsdell. He was not a pupil at West Bridgford, so I think we must have met at primary school. Because of Bill, and the difficulty of bringing anyone home, we were not encouraged to make friends, and there was some amusement in the family that I had one. Jack and I both had collections of toy soldiers, mine were hand-me-downs from Bill, inappropriately dressed in scarlet tunics, but we engaged them in battles on the rockery in our garden. From Smith’s the chemist we bought sulphur and potassium nitrate, which we said was for chemistry experiments at school, and mixing them together we made gunpowder, which could be enclosed in twists of lavatory paper to manufacture bombs or grenades. We could never get it to explode properly, but it flared and made an impressive whoosh and scorched the toy soldiers standing near it. Our other amusement was cricket. Nottinghamshire County Cricket Club offered cheap season tickets for youngsters and our parents forked out. So on Saturday mornings we would set off for Trent Bridge with meat-paste sandwiches and Robinson’s Lemon Barley Water. The county had some famous players. Joe Hardstaff had been a test batsman before the war and scored a double century against India in 1946. Reg Simpson, an elegant opening bat, was just about to start his test career. But cricket, in pre-TV days, was not exciting to watch. The action happened very far away, and Notts lost their first wicket with about thirty runs on the board so regularly that I had a vague sense it was required by the laws of the game. All the same, Trent Bridge was a beautiful ground, and the atmosphere was peaceful and somnolent. Jack and I, both aged twelve, would sit side by side, like elderly bachelors, occasionally clapping a boundary, or a returning batsman doffing his cap to the crowd, while the shadows lengthened across the hallowed turf.
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