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            More praise for The Enigma of Kidson

         

         ‘A stirring, often hilarious biography of Michael Kidson, a full throttle eccentric who taught boys at Eton for 40 years. Think The History Boys meets Goodbye, Mr Chips.’

         Allison Pearson, The Sunday Telegraph

         
             

         

         ‘Nothing short of a triumph. I laughed out loud dozens of times… it is really, really wonderful.’

         Sir Matthew Pinsent

         
             

         

         ‘This book, a feast of anecdotes about a remarkable schoolmaster, is a delight. Michael Kidson, for all his eccentricity, exemplified the essential character of a great teacher; read The Enigma and learn about life.’

         Sir Jeremy Greenstock

         
             

         

         ‘This is the most delicious book. I have loved every page of it and laughed out loud. What a wonderful and extraordinary story. We should all have mavericks like Kidson in our lives.’

         Penny Junor

         
             

         

         ‘Eccentricity is being squeezed out of teaching today. This book delightfully and powerfully shows us why our schools would benefit from more, not less of it.’

         Sir Anthony Seldon

         
             

         

         ‘Anyone who has been to school, or has ever been taught, will find it fascinating.’

         George Courtauld, author of The Pocket Book of Patriotism

         
             

         

         ‘If you enjoyed Dear Lupin you will love this book.’

         Rupert Uloth, Country Life
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            Education is what remains when you have

forgotten everything that you were taught.

            A.C. Benson, from Michael Kidson’s commonplace book
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            Foreword

         

         Michael Kidson was unique. A stickler, a wit, a critic and a task master, he was at the same time a wonderful schoolmaster. His lessons were pieces of theatre, occasionally farcical, often comedic, but always a rich seam of learning if you were even half able to look. He had honed the subjects into lectures, almost literally unstoppable in full flow, but packed with intrigue, heroes and conflict. History, sex, politics, statesmanship and storytelling were all braided carefully together.

         Mr Kidson was unstinting in his drive to make his boys better at what they did. He refused to countenance shoddy logic or laziness and was famously demanding on language, both written and spoken.

         However, his brusque exterior was a careful act. He loved his classes and his charges. And, of course, he knew that we knew, as it were. If any doubts remain, take a minute to digest the efforts he put into so many of his pupils along the way. It also struck me just how unhappy his childhood must have been and how, in the span of his lifetime, the relationships he made at Eton made the full journey, so that in old age his boys stepped in when family could not.

         What follows is a wonderful testament to a quixotic man. We should never forget that the corners of his mouth were more often than not turning up as he delivered his best acerbic lines. His adjectives might have had an edge to them, but they were never unfair.

         I suppose the greatest compliment we can pay him (alongside his bursary) is to carry on his little idiosyncrasies. The world will be a richer place for an occasional ‘thickhead’ being castigated for his ‘jejuneness’. Sadly, the ships may have sailed on the Battle of ‘Trafflegar’.

         We should remember him, too, making steady progress with his unmistakeable gait and impeccable dress, with an intermittently obedient spaniel nearby.

         He was a giant.

         
             

         

         Matthew Pinsent, January 2017

      

   


   
      

         
            Prologue

         

         
            The indiscretion of biographers adds a new terror to death.

            Sir George Lewis, from Kidson’s commonplace book

         

         Galloway, June 2015

         ‘Oh, no!’

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘Michael Kidson – you remember, my old tutor – he’s dead.’

         The Daily Telegraph sprawled across the kitchen table, elbowing out of the way breakfast and the usual assortment of cattle passports, post-it notes and bills, and competing for my attention with my wife Sheri’s need to discuss the day’s agenda. I had come back in for my routine bowl of porridge and a glance at the paper after going around the farm, and there it was:

         
            Kidson, Michael George MacDonald. On Saturday 20th of June in his 86th year, peacefully. Friend and mentor to many, much loved and respected. Service of Thanksgiving, St Mary’s, Lasborough, Gloucestershire, Friday 3rd of July at 2.00 p.m.

         

         Somewhere out on the shore, the oystercatchers shrieked as someone, perhaps an otter, trespassed onto their rocks. Sadness tinged with guilt passed over me, the distance of thirty-three years shrank in an instant and I was an awkward teenager again. I hadn’t seen him for years, but I had only been thinking of Michael the other day, thinking that I should try to see him on one of our infrequent trips south. Now it wasn’t to be; too late.

         Later, half-page obituaries of ‘David Cameron’s favourite master’ came out in the Telegraph and The Times in the slots normally reserved for cabinet ministers and generals. Readers must have wondered why an obscure schoolmaster, who had never been a headmaster, or even a housemaster or head of department, merited such attention.

         OEs took to the Twittersphere and Linkedin to salute him. Charles Moore devoted part of his column in the Daily Telegraph to mourn the passing of schoolmasters such as Michael. He was remembered on Radio 4’s Last Word with tributes from Dave Ker and Johnnie Boden. His piece was sandwiched, rather incongruously, between obituaries for Cilla Black and George Cole, and I had a mental image of Michael standing in the queue at the Pearly Gates with Cilla and Arthur Daley. Cilla was shrouded against the chill winds of the stratosphere in mink, Arthur in camel hair and Michael was dressed for a day’s racing in his covert coat with the brown-velvet collar. He was up to his old tricks, pretending he had never heard of either of them and getting their names wrong.

         ‘Tell me, Cecily, are you by any chance a seamstress? I’m always on the lookout for a good seamstress.’

         ‘Ooh, you are a laff, you are, chook.’

         A few months later, Michael’s executors – two former pupils of his, Dave Ker and David Pease – emailed out of the blue to see if I would be prepared to pull the many memories of Michael, and the contents of his desk, into a book as a lasting tribute from his boys.

         So, here goes, like an artist commissioned by the family to paint a portrait of a much-loved and recently deceased uncle. Except that Michael had no family, instead he had the boys he once insulted, cajoled, and painstakingly nurtured into adulthood, and who became his lifelong friends.

         And Michael, if you are reading this in some great library in the sky, I hope you are not too horrified that such an unlikely Boswell, a boy you once described as a fairly indolent fellow, has been entrusted with this delicate task.

         Please God, don’t let me split an infinitive.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

            Eton Revisited

         

         
            You may have heard it said that you are here to be prepared for a life of distinction. Not a bit of it. You are here to be kept off the streets during your difficult years. So you will be made to work every hour God gives you. If you are dim, you will be helped over the hurdles. If you are clever, your potential will be assessed and you will be punished if you don’t fulfil it. Your spare time will be spent fagging for older boys, and if you don’t do what they tell you, or any of the staff tell you, you will be punished. But I wish you good luck. You are going to need it.

            From an address to the new boys by Claude Elliot, Head Master of Eton, 1933–49

         

         Eton, Sometime in the 1970s

         The new boy still felt strange. The stiff collar chafed his neck and the tailcoat made him feel much older than his thirteen years. He had not got used to being photographed by Japanese tourists on his way to Rowlands1 to buy sweets, or ‘sock’, as he was starting to say. He was glad that the older boy in his house was walking with him and was deigning to talk to him. The pavements teemed with boys and beaks carrying books to their next divs. Here and there, members of Pop in brightly coloured waistcoats strutted like cock pheasants among jackdaws on a stubble. They filled both pavements and a number were jaywalking in the road despite the rush-hour traffic.

         His eye was caught by a liver-and-white spaniel that seemed linked by an invisible lead to an older man, to whom the boys seemed to pay more than the usual deference as they ‘capped’ him by touching their non-existent top hats in salute. A curious paradox of a man, he seemed to be both upright and hunched, with one shoulder slightly lower than the other, and to have the stride of someone three inches taller. He marched along with his head tilted back and inclined to one side, one arm swinging in a soldierly fashion. This, together with a rather haughty expression, lent him a patrician air, which was reinforced by immaculate black brogues and a well-cut suit in the type of assertive pinstripe favoured by mafia godfathers and chairmen of FTSE 100 companies. In fact, he might have been taken for the latter, but for the winged collar and white bow tie, and the gown hanging casually from his shoulders.

         Suddenly the dog darted into the road.

         ‘Dougal! Dougal! Come here, sir!’

         There was a screech and a hiss of brakes and the crowd gave a collective wince as they turned to see whether the dog had been hit by the truck or not. He had not and he was making his way back to his master pretending that nothing had happened.

         The dog’s owner made his way towards the lorry, an apology was forming on his lips, but the driver got his oar in first: “Oy! You want to keep that fucking dog on a lead, mate, before it causes an accident.’

         The beak paused, drew himself up to his full height and, looking over his spectacles at the man, reasserted his authority with a practised ease: ‘Come along, Dougal, we don’t speak to lorry drivers.’

         And with that, he turned on his heel and strode off, the dog sauntering along behind him.2

         ‘Who’s that beak?’

         ‘That’s Kidson – MGMK – good man. He’s a history beak. My brother says he wouldn’t have got into Oxford without him.’

         In a school noted for its eccentrics on both sides of the lectern, Kidson stood out as a larger-than-life character. He did not tend to have many dealings with boys in the bottom years, and as one progressed through the school, one became dimly aware of him. The first indication of his presence was probably being given an imperial rocket by him for being incorrectly dressed on the golf course – sorry ‘goff’ course – or for some lapse of good manners in the street. He seemed on first impressions a rather scary, austere figure. Later it would dawn on one that he was generally seen sharing a joke with some of the bigger rogues in the top two years and he must have a human side after all.

         Boys can be very cruel in the bestowing of nicknames. I remember a Nutty, a Potty, a Dippy, a brace of Wetties, a Sweaty, a Village Idiot and quite a few that it would be indelicate of me, and probably now illegal, to explain here. Although he was often mimicked, Kidson never, to my knowledge, suffered any such indignity. He was only referred to as Kidson. Until we left, when he became Michael – he was not the sort of chap who would have been a plausible Mike – although when teasing him (he quite liked being teased), sometimes people called him names to his face: Mikey, or Captain Kidson, on account of his time in the Army, or variations like Mr Kidney, in retaliation for his getting our names wrong.

         The school where he taught happens to be Eton, but I hope you will not be put off by that and will stick with it. It could be anywhere, the story is a fairly universal one. Everyone has their own memories of their favourite teachers. (Remember the cheesy television ad campaign to recruit teachers a few years ago?)

         If you were not at Eton yourself, perhaps because you were disqualified by your sex or because you were not blessed with the precocious intelligence to win a scholarship or the self-sacrificing, once-affluent and probably now-bankrupt parents to pay the exorbitant fees, I will give you a bit of background by way of context. If you were there, you can skip this bit and carry on with seeing whether you get a mention. I am digressing from the story here, but I always thought the red herrings were the best part of any lesson and many a sketchy historian has got by on the strength of his philosophical digressions. Like anywhere with a strong and ancient culture, Eton has its own language, I have tried to minimise the jargon, but if you get lost, there is a glossary at the back.

         It is almost impossible to open a British newspaper without seeing some reference to Eton or one of its old boys. Journalists always seem to think it is relevant to mention when someone is an Etonian, although they rarely tell us where others have been educated. It is normally referred to as being in the private sector, but it is of course a state school, in fact The State School, as it was founded by royal charter and the Queen3 still appoints the Provost and pops in from time to time to see how it is getting on.

         The founder, Henry VI, by most accounts a pretty moderate king, had the foresight in 1440 to put state assets – the town of Eton itself and various royal manors around the country – into a foundation that would provide a good education for seventy poor scholars, still called King’s Scholars, who would go on to form the elite of the church and state. It has been doing that very successfully ever since, gradually added to by boys who could afford to pay (known as Oppidans), so that the school now numbers around 1,300 pupils, of whom about twenty per cent and rising receive some sort of financial help from the school’s charitable endowments.

         If you will not accept the ‘state school’ description, then you will at least accept that it is in the ‘not-for-profit sector’, as there are no shareholders or dividends and any profits are reinvested to maintain Eton as a force for good in the world, certainly by intent anyway.

         Eton pervades the national consciousness to an alarming extent. Delegates at the recent Conservative Party conference – even the female ones – were told to ‘fuck off back to Eton’ by demonstrators outside. A friend of mine4 once attended a church service in the Outer Hebrides and was surprised to hear the ‘Wee Free’ minister preaching from the pulpit about the iniquities of ‘Old Etonians in their Gucci shoes’, which seemed a bit harsh. At the time of writing, the first Etonian Prime Minister since the 1960s5 has just departed the stage and there is a feeling that the high-water mark of Etonians in public life has passed, not for the first time and probably not for the last either. 

         The Foreign Secretary, the Archbishop of Canterbury, our next-but-one monarch, and national icons such as Henry Blofeld and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall are all OEs. But before we get too smug, we should reflect that a generation ago most of these positions were filled by men and women from grammar schools, so much of this success can be attributed to Labour Party education policy of the 1960s and 1970s.

         Etonians have had a remarkable influence on the way we think about things. Politicians who would happily raze Eton to the ground are nevertheless happy to profess themselves to be Keynesians, or talk about something being Orwellian, or to support Amnesty International founded by another OE, Peter Benenson. There are many more Christians in this country today, thanks to the work of Nicky Gumbel and other OEs behind the Alpha Course. Conversely, atheists often quote the Etonian philosopher A.J. Ayer. We still have not found an answer to the West Lothian question posed by the unlikely Etonian Tam Dalyell, the socialist MP who gave Mrs Thatcher so much trouble over the sinking of the General Belgrano. The Brexit referendum campaign was characterised as a struggle between two Eton contemporaries David Cameron and Boris Johnson,6 oppidan pragmatism against scholarly idealism. The jury is still out and may never agree on who was right.

         Critics say that Eton is elitist, which is to miss the whole point of it. All those state assets were invested all those years ago precisely to create an elite. They also assume that Etonians get on in life through their connections, and I suppose that is partly true, but I do not think anyone seriously believes that Sir Ranulph Fiennes has become the most famous explorer in the world without breaking into the occasional sweat, or that Eddie Redmayne won his Oscar for his awe-inspiring portrayal of Stephen Hawking through nepotism. 

         Etonians have somehow managed to be successful in every age. Where once they dominated the Church and later the Empire, today there are dotcom millionaires and stand-up comedians among recent old boys. The fact that Etonians seem to prosper in all walks of life must mean that there is some secret ingredient in the education. Although there does not seem to be any correlation between success at Eton and in life after Eton – happily for those of us who were rather indifferent schoolboys. This is, one senses, a source of mystery and probably irritation to a certain type of beak.7 How we cheered when we read in the OEA magazine that Professor Sir John Gurdon, an eminent OE, had published his school science report:8

         
            
               
                  
                     
                        
            
                           
                           	Science Report
            
                           
                           	Summer Half, 1949


                     
                  

               

            

            It has been a disastrous half. His work has been far from satisfactory. His prepared stuff has been badly learnt, and several of his test pieces have been torn over; one of such pieces of prepared work scored 2 marks out of a possible 50. His other work has been equally bad, and several times he has been in trouble, because he will not listen, but will insist on doing his work his way. I believe he has ideas about becoming a Scientist; on his present showing this is quite ridiculous, if he can’t learn simple Biological facts he would    have no chance of doing the work of a Specialist, and it would be sheer waste of time, both on his part and of those who have to teach him.  

         

         Gurdon had just won the Nobel Prize for his pioneering scientific research.

         It is by any measure a world-class education. Eton differs from most other secondary schools by treating boys more like undergraduates and the opportunities are the same, if not better, than at many universities. There is a tutorial system similar to that in Oxbridge colleges. There is a vibrant after-hours programme of drama, music and lectures, with an impressive array of public figures coming to speak. Right from the start, boys have their own rooms and they are expected to work independently. This freedom is not without its risks. Without the discipline of supervised evening ‘prep’, there is a temptation to coast along, working the bare minimum to get by, as teenaged boys are prone to doing. David Cameron was often accused of being an ‘exam-crisis Prime Minister’, only at his best when the pressure is on, but that might equally be said of most Etonians and I remember my five years there as one long essay crisis.

         The number of Etonians in public life reinforces the idea of the Establishment, a self-perpetuating oligarchy. But, if it is an oligarchy, it is one formed by ruthless meritocracy, both in the entrance exams and while at the school. There was always an unease about private education. Kidson himself, who was quite liberal behind the façade, used to shake his head sadly and say that because it caused such divisions in the country, it was very hard to justify. At the time of writing, the tectonic plates are shifting under education. The Cameron government’s reforms have blurred the boundaries between the sectors. When I visited Eton the other day, the Vice Provost noted with interest the number of Etonian families enrolling children in the new Eton-sponsored Academy at Holyport.

         As I enter my sixth decade, and my more successful friends start to be knighted for their achievements, I have a feeling of not having done enough to repay the extraordinary gift of an Eton education, of not giving enough back. My own year group, the class of 82, has started to make its mark.  James Greenwood rode around the world on a horse, then wrote a book about it. Charlie Spencer’s eulogy at his sister Diana’s funeral made history with the spontaneous ovation that followed it. Snippets of information about my classmates have occasionally caught the eye in newspapers, such as when Mungo Tennant briefly dated Madonna, or Henry Cole directed a film with Liz Hurley in it, or Darius Guppy was sent to prison.

         Two of the boys with whom I learnt to march up and down in the Corps9 are now Major Generals: Ben Bathurst and Ed Smyth-Osbourne, and Andrew Gilmour has reached Three-star rank in the United Nations. Paul Watkins, always the best story writer in our English divs, is a novelist who has twice been shortlisted for the Booker Prize and journalist Sebastian Mallaby has been a Pulitzer Prize finalist twice. Richard Farnes is a celebrated conductor and Director of Opera North. On the sporting front, Matt Fleming played cricket for England, Marcus Armytage won a Grand National, and Cornelius Lysaght is the distinctive voice of racing on Radio 5 Live.

         We have had only one prime minister so far – Mark Vejjajiva, known to us as Veggy, was PM of Thailand for three years – much to the frustration, one suspects, of the British frontrunner of our cohort, Boris Johnson. But, as Boris said at our last reunion, with what nearly proved to be uncanny foresight, ‘We have the self-confidence as a year group to delegate the premiership to a boy from two years below us for the time being.’ There have been a number of successful entrepreneurs – George Morgan-Grenville with the travel operators Red Savannah, and Chris Legard with the mail-order firm Joseph Turner – and at our quinquennial reunions at Eton there seem to be dozens of prosperous bankers, most of them looking decades older than their peers.

         Writing about Eton a generation ago feels a bit like the man in the third verse of the ‘Eton Boating Song’: 

         
            
               
                  Twenty years on this weather 

                  May tempt us from office stools 

                  We may be slow on the feather 

                  And seem to the boys old fools 

                  But we’ll still swing together 

                  And swear by the best of schools 

               

            

         

         Things had moved on a little from the time of Claude Elliot, although the immutable truths in his remarks at the beginning of this chapter remained. Fagging waned, house by house, in an attritional battle between housemasters and their libraries10 through the 1970s and finally died out by 1980. But looking back, things really were so different to today in many respects that one might as well be describing Tom Brown’s Schooldays. For one thing, the nouns health and safety had not been juxtaposed to the delight of the jobsworths and the exasperation of everyone else. I had a coal fire in my bedroom at the age of thirteen. I still love going to sleep in a room with the glow of a real fire and the reflection of the flames flickering on the ceiling. Sparks used to fly out and burn the carpet. It was great for smoking up the chimney undetected.

         The school pub – ‘Tap’ – was open all day to Sixth-formers and the record number of pints drunk by a boy during chambers (the twenty-five-minute, mid-morning break) was fourteen. I don’t suppose he learnt much in the div before lunch, but maybe he felt he knew it all already and so could afford to be slightly over the limit.

         There was a sink-or-float approach to life and this was taken literally when it came to rowing. I sank. My first summer, I remember being pushed off from Rafts into the broad River Thames in a whiff (a single-scull rowing-boat). I got a bit of a wobble on, lost control and went bottom-up like a duck. I recall being swept under Windsor Bridge and being fished out of the water just before I disappeared over the weir.11 Later that summer, as I had yet to grow, they made me the cox of my house baby-four. It was not a sensible decision. I steered the boat into every stationary object on the river between Rafts and Locks. I once nearly managed to decapitate the boys in the Eight doing their pre-Henley training, when we went too close and had to lift oars to avoid becoming entangled. I can still picture the look of derision on the older cox’s face as they glided past. On long summer afternoons, there was nothing better than sculling up the river, negotiating the locks as we went, to Queen’s Eyot, an island in the Thames owned by the school, on which there was a bar where we could buy beer and cider. Working out how much Strongbow one could drink before rowing back was an early lesson in how to conduct a risk assessment. 

         It would be nice to be able to say that all this never did us any harm and the mollycoddling that goes on today will not do the boys any good, and that is probably half-right. But there are records of boys dying in house fires, and I remember seeing sad little memorial plaques on the chapel walls to boys who had drowned in the river, and urban myth had it that the record-breaking pint-drinker later died of alcohol poisoning at Oxford. The Bear Grylls generation of Etonians do not seem to be any less robust either.

         Eton was still the default setting for the education of the aristocracy and the landed gentry. The descendants of the historical figures Kidson taught us about12 – Percys, Howards, Cecils and Gladstones – rubbed shoulders with the offspring of captains of industry and the sons of impoverished backwoods lairds like me. It was before the ‘Big Bang’ in the City of London and investment bankers had yet to become masters of the universe; the metropolitan elite did not predominate as now. If anyone had suggested that mainland Chinese pupils would be at Eton within a generation, they would have been laughed at. The nouveaux riches were not there in any great numbers, as they preferred to bestow their largesse on that place on the North Circular, whose name escapes me. 

         In fact, it was a miracle that anyone was at Eton at all. When I went there, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Denis Healey, was ‘squeezing the rich until the pips squeaked’ in a bizarre economic experiment never repeated since. Income tax was eighty-three per cent on earned income and ninety-eight per cent on unearned. There is a PhD subject there for someone to work out how on earth the fees were still paid. But, as I never tired of telling my father when I was going through the school-fees mill myself, every generation has its cross to bear. The price of wheat in 1973 was £120 per tonne and in 2016 it is hovering below £100. Taking into account the inflated costs of school fees and producing the wheat, it is probably nearly one hundred times more expensive for farmers to educate their children privately now. It perhaps explains why the modern Eton father is more likely to manage hedge funds than hedgerows.

         The popular image of Etonians is something like Lord Snooty and his pals in The Beano or of gilded youths in films like Another Country. But we were just gawky teenagers going through puberty like any other adolescents on the planet. I have noticed that when they make such films, they generally cast actors in their twenties in the lead roles. I suppose no one wants to pay good money to watch a lot of spotty teenagers grunting. We were also dedicated followers of fashion and of the music of the moment. I had a punk haircut when I was about fourteen. It was not a good look, but my parents took it well.

         When Kidson arrived at Eton in 1965, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones contested the top of the charts and when he left in 1994 it was Take That and Wet Wet Wet. He could not fail to have heard everything in-between. Walking past boys’ houses in my day, you would hear ‘London Calling’ by the Clash or ‘White Punks on Dope’ by the Tubes being belted out at as many decibels as stereo speakers could muster. ‘Eton Rifles’ by the Jam was a particular favourite of those of us in the Corps. While some beaks would show an interest in modern music, Kidson remained a Beethoven man at heart, and maintained a lofty indifference to the musical zeitgeist. He would dismiss it by saying, ‘I don’t care much for John Lemon and the Falling Stones.’13

         Despite its antiquity, or perhaps because of it, Eton’s heritage caused a few headaches for the school’s late twentieth-century management. Just as Her Majesty might choose to locate Windsor Castle somewhere other than on the edge of the M4 under the approach to Heathrow Airport, so might the Provost and Fellows, given the opportunity of a fresh start on a greenfield site, choose to put Britain’s premier centre of excellence for male adolescent education in a more isolated setting with fewer temptations on its doorstep; ideally, somewhere behind an electrified razor-wire fence, with the full suite of watchtowers and minefields around it.

         Within bicycling distance of Eton, the Yellow Pages lists 151 pubs in Eton, Windsor and Slough alone, 24 tobacconists, 109 betting shops, 2 racecourses, polo at Smiths Lawn, and the Slough dog track. I do not remember any cockfighting during my time, there probably was, but I was not invited to join in. It had certainly been a distraction for previous Etonians in less poultry-friendly times, as Eton High Street’s oldest hostelry, The Cockpit, bore witness.14 Sneaking across the railway line into Slough by night felt like escaping across the inner German border. London is a short train-ride away. Getting on the train for an illicit adventure always reminded me of Gordon Jackson and Richard Attenborough boarding the bus in The Great Escape.

         They might, on reflection, also have made it co-educational, something that would not have occurred to Henry VI in the fifteenth century, but might usefully be considered in the twenty-first. The lack of female company, far from helping us to focus on our studies, meant that there was generally more on our minds than in them. Being Scottish – or Scotch, as Kidson would have said – had its advantages if you could muster the courage and had the requisite proficiency to do a passable eightsome reel, as you could meet girls legitimately at ‘Cal Soc’ – the Caledonian Society, which met in School Hall sporadically. Otherwise, we ranged across the Thames Valley like dog foxes in February. This generally meant dodging the lorries on the A332 on our bicycles for assignations at the girls’ schools of Ascot: Heathfield or St Mary’s. 

         At Heathfield, one ran the gauntlet of running into the redoubtable Mrs Parry, a headmistress of fearsome repute, who was married to a garrulous Welshman, Ray Parry, an Eton housemaster and a history beak of mercurial efficacy. She caught me once; I said that my name was Jack Soames, a friend who had conveniently left the school the half before.15 These assignations were planned either by queuing for hours to use the house’s single payphone, only to find that the girls’ single payphone was similarly engaged, or by agonisingly drafted letter. Frequently one would bicycle all the way there to find that the object of one’s affections was playing hockey against Wycombe Abbey, away. All that must seem hopelessly archaic to the Facebook generation, they do not know how lucky they are.

         We used to conceal cigarettes in the tail-pockets of our tailcoats. I was reminded of this the other day when my son was due to attend his first wedding as a teenager. With great pride, I produced my old school uniform from the back of my dressing-room wardrobe and sent him away to try it on. Oliver returned wearing that cocky, deadpan expression that I remember from when he bowled me out in the fathers’ match: it generally means he knows he has got one over me.

         ‘I think these are yours, Dad.’

         He handed over a squashed pack of Winston from circa 1980. His sister Rosie squealed with laughter and shook her head theatrically, her eyes bright with a worldly wisdom beyond her years, ‘Oh, Dad, you’re such a muppet.’

         The mothers among you will now be tut-tutting at this appalling parenting, but it was an honest mistake, and thankfully, I think he is giving up at last.

         The school employed various countermeasures to ensure that we were not exposed to too much of the real world. There was ‘Lock-Up’ at 6.30 p.m., after which entry back into our houses was solely through the housemaster’s ‘private side’, unless there was a handy drainpipe. At weekends, they employed the old trick, beloved of POW camp commandants everywhere, of making us answer our names halfway through the afternoon at ‘Absence’.

         The net result was that, aside from the academic curriculum and any sporting or artistic endeavours, there was a constant subplot running, a deadly game of cat-and-mouse with the authorities equal to anything by Ian Fleming, who was at Eton with my grandfather, or John le Carré, who taught there in the 1950s. Fleming, incidentally, had James Bond expelled for ‘trouble with a boy’s maid’ and finishing his education at Fettes.

         It is generally understood by historians that this extra-mural activity was at least as vital as anything that we were taught in the classroom. Important lessons were learned in how to smuggle cigarettes in hollowed-out loaves of bread, how to forge a housemaster’s signature on a pass, or answer names for absent friends, and crucially, how to sober up fast before an interview. It may be this extra ingenuity is what gives those from boarding schools the edge in the wider world over their competitors from day schools.

         It may also be why there is a cunning resourcefulness hard-wired into the conceptual component of our nation’s fighting power. Certainly, without the harsh discipline of our great public schools, and the consequent guile of their old boys, the Germans would never have had to convert Colditz Castle into a high-security jail. And if the Battle of Britain had been lost, the German occupation would have been foreshortened and fraught with danger for the Nazi garrison, as many an old squire would have remembered hard-won skills from schooldays, formed the resistance, and contrived to make their lives nasty, brutish and short.

         Eton was an energetic, exciting, raucous, and bewitchingly beautiful place. We were treated to a sensory feast: the sight of verdant wisteria leaves against old brickwork, or of beaks hurtling with precarious urgency down the towpath on their bicycles, roaring into their megaphones during the bumping races; the sound of the bell in Lupton’s Tower on a moonlit night, or of studded football boots clattering on pavements on November afternoons; the smell of the roses in Luxmoore’s Garden in the cool aftermath of a violent Thames Valley storm, or of toast being made in the house on a winter’s evening; the taste of our first pint in the Tap garden; the feel of the cold water as we jumped into the Jordan at the end of the steeplechase, with our lungs rasping with stitch.

         But it could also be a lonely, confusing place to spend one’s adolescence. I had a very vivid dream recently, no doubt a fragment of neural waste spawned by thinking about Eton while writing the book. In it, I am in the Chapel and I get up to read the lesson to find that I am not wearing any trousers. I pull on some pyjamas and hobble sheepishly over to the lectern to find that the text of the lesson is incomplete. I start well, thrilling to the deep tones of my recently broken voice and then, as gaps start to appear in the text and whole sentences seem to be in Latin, it starts to fall apart. I stumble through the Latin translation, I am paralysed by awful silences. I can hear tittering in the pews. I can feel the eyes of my housemaster and the Head Master boring into the side of my head. Somehow, I get through it and I emerge into the High Street feeling relieved but dislocated.

         No such incident ever occurred, although I do remember being daunted by reading the lesson for the first time and stuttering, poorly prepared as usual, through Latin construes in class. However, it seemed a powerful allegory for the journey that we all took through the Eton maze. For many of us, the journey was made much easier through meeting Michael Kidson along the way. In fact, but for him, some of us might not have made it through to the end.

         He was, in that rather over-used modern phrase, a ‘Marmite character’. He was not universally popular. Like the unfortunate lorry driver, who could not know that he was every bit as rude to dukes as he was to delivery men, some saw only the image rather than the man. No one ever really knew him completely and he remained a man of mystery to the end. But for those of us who peered through the chinks in the armour, we were rewarded first with a twinkle in the eye and then with a beaming, toothy grin, and finally with an enduring friendship, as he became one of the most important mentors in our lives.

         
            1 The school tuck shop, then by Barnes Pool Bridge, since moved.

            2 There are at least five different variations on this story, which I have merged together to form this one. In fact, I think it happened on several occasions. Sometimes he would bark, ‘Lorry driver, stand still!’, as he launched himself across the stream of traffic in Keates Lane.

            3 The young Princess Elizabeth was tutored privately at Windsor Castle by the Vice Provost of the day, which makes her a sort of Etonian herself, and she is in fact an honorary member of the OEA. King Edward VII was also tutored by an Eton beak. Although when her grandson, Prince William, ascends the throne, he will be the first British monarch to have attended the school.

            4 My best man, Granny Clowes.

            5 David Cameron was the nineteenth OE PM and the school has produced one in four of them.

            6 Though they did not actually know each other at school.

            7 But not to the wise and perceptive David Evans, who explained to me that those who have been a failure at Eton leave with something to prove, and those who have been a success find life after Eton an anti-climax.

            8 OEA Review.

            9 The Combined Cadet Force (CCF) is still known as the Corps after the Officer Training Corps (OTC) that preceded it.

            10 House prefects are collectively called the ‘Library’.

            11 In a strange coincidence by my cousin David Bland, who was ‘in the Monarch’ – a sort of river prefect – and on duty that day.

            12 He would relish making an unhappy comparison between a boy and ‘your more redoubtable ancestor’.

            13 Older pupils remember him saying, ‘I don’t care much for Clive Richards or Elton Presley.’

            14 Tragically closed in the summer of 2016.

            15 Mrs Parry was stricter in this regard than her predecessor as Headmistress, who told Andrew Bell, a Kidson pupil who was attending a school dance at Heathfield: ‘I always like my girls to leave school having been kissed by a boy, preferably an Etonian.’

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Abdul the Camel Driver

            Kidson in the classroom

         

         
            It is a great mistake to suppose that small boys demand of their rulers impartiality and justice: like the politically undeveloped races, they prefer a benevolent autocracy given to bursts of passion, because they understand that better; the only things they must have are generosity and humour.

            Gerald Brenan, from Kidson’s commonplace book

         

         Number 5, James Schools, September 1979

         The boys filed in to the div. I have written filed without thinking; we probably slouched or sauntered, according to whatever teenage role-play was going on in our heads that day. First impressions were of a classroom whose incumbent was not persuaded by the modern fad of placing the desks – the old wooden ones with fixed benches – around in a semicircle. Nor had he indented for any new teaching-aids like whiteboards or overhead projectors. There was a blackboard, a map of pre-Versailles Europe, and a simple desk at the front with an odd-shaped hemispherical piece of wood on it. A strong smell, faintly reminiscent of home, permeated the whole room. It was soon identified with the spaniel, Dougal, stretched out in one corner.

         Kidson stood up.

         ‘Right, if you are all here, I shall get you to answer your names. Alltrup, is there an Alltrup here?’

         The tall boy next to me with a mop of reddish hair glanced up and started to mumble something.

         Kidson looked at him. A glint appeared at the back of his eyes, the glint of a man who has prepared carefully for this moment and now spies his woodcock close to the gin.

         ‘Ah, I suppose you pronounce it Orlethorpe, do you?’

         We all pronounced it Orlethorpe.16 His sister was rumoured to be going out with the Prince of Wales.

         ‘Well, it’s Alltrup. You must be a fearful ignoramus if you can’t pronounce your own name properly.’ He let a ‘w’ hover over his ‘r’s as he spoke, like a Victorian duke.

         Althorp grinned sheepishly. It was the first time that someone outside his own immediate circle had taken the trouble to pronounce his name correctly.

         ‘Bathurst?’

         ‘Sir.’

         ‘Blackett?’

         ‘Sir …’

         If you could have picked Kidson’s classroom up and turned it into a pop-up theatre at the Edinburgh Fringe, people would have paid good money to watch him in action. He applied the Reithian principles and made sure that he entertained as well as informing and educating us. He was a brilliant teacher, although if any young schoolmaster is reading this in the hope of improving his technique, I would advise treading carefully before mimicking his style.

         Every young officer has been told at some stage of his career: ‘Sir, I’d follow you if only out of curiosity.’

         Well, we paid attention out of curiosity. We always wondered what was going to happen next.

         Anyone who has observed teenagers in their natural environment – at home during the holidays, for example – knows that they sleep during daylight hours and only really come alive just as their parents go to bed. If the Department for Education was serious about planning education around pupils, secondary schools would work a night shift, but I doubt whether the teaching unions would stand for it. The natural tendency in any div, therefore, especially after lunch, was to go to sleep. This would be regretted instantly, as it would result in the piece of wood, which on closer inspection turned out to be half a croquet ball, being hurled at the culprit. 

         A few days after Kidson’s obituary in the Daily Telegraph, this letter appeared:

         
            Classroom ballistics

            SIR – In 1976 the weapon of choice for Michael Kidson (the schoolmaster who taught David Cameron history) was a half croquet ball (Notebook, July 6). One morning we hid this missile to prevent further attacks.

            In its place he reached for the nearest object, which happened to be an electronic calculator belonging to a wealthy boy in the front row. It exploded into a thousand pieces as it hit the rear wall. All protestations by the owner of the calculator were met with characteristic indifference.

            We later returned the croquet ball to prevent further losses.

            Julian Pullan

            Bramley, Hampshire

         

         The missile was used for individual narcosis, the counter-measure for collective somnolence was the sneeze. First indications were a twitching of the nose and a large white handkerchief would be produced from a pocket with a flourish. He would close his eyes and start rehearsing half-sneeze noises, gradually adjusting the volume. Finally, he reached climax with a piercing ‘Ah-Choo!’, the first bar of which was a glass-shattering scream. Even Dougal would wake with a start.

         When Kidson read out our names at the beginning of the half, it was the first and last time he called us by our correct names. From then on, names were cheerfully mispronounced so that divs became more like Blackadder sketches.

         Jakes Ferguson: ‘From the first, he affected not to remember my name and called me McPherson whenever he addressed me; so to this day I bump into OEs who call me that, which is confusing for a second or two.’

         Johnnie Boden: ‘There was a boy named Foss and Kidson said, “What’s your name, boy?”

         ‘“Foss, sir.”

         ‘“Well, Phosphor …” and it was always Phosphor after that.’

         David Cameron remembers: ‘There were two German exchange students who sat in the front row called Bommel and Hoffman, who inevitably became Rommel and Hofmeister as the half went on. He would treat them with a Fawlty-like courtesy, saying, “I am very fond of your country and I have visited it many times … after the war, of course.”’

         John Everett: ‘In class, he used to strut to and fro in front of the blackboard with his head held high, enthusiastically discoursing – without notes – on the finer details of the historical event in hand, interrupting himself every now and then to fire a question at one of the boys: “Well, Appleton, why do you think Napoleon decided against this course of action, eh? Come on, boy! Speak up!”

         ‘This was our cue to roar back at him: “Please, sir! It’s not Appleton, it’s Appleby!”

         ‘Stopping for a moment to look at us over his glasses with an air of bemused indignation, intended to convey astonishment that he could have been accused of getting a name muddled up, he would dismiss our protest in a stutter of guttural guffaws, a glint of mischief in his eye as he resumed his line of questioning, “Well, then, Appleberry. Come on then, boy! What have you to say for yourself, eh?”’

         When we got higher up the school, he started to use our first names. Charles Rhodes recalls Kidson going round the div asking everybody what their Christian name was.

         ‘Sinjun, what about you?’

         ‘John, sir.’

         ‘John St John? Highly original parents you’ve got!’

         Darius Guppy: ‘On one occasion, I remember him physically throwing me out of the classroom. He had mispronounced my name (Gubbins) for the hundredth time – as he did with all the boys (Adlam was Ordlum, Matterson was Macassa, and so on). This time, though, he had referred to me as “Abdul the camel driver” – a reference to my half-Persian origins – and throughout the class I had called him Mr Kipper, instead of Mr Kidson or “sir”, and eventually he ejected me.

         ‘Afterwards he confided to one of my friends, “I hope Darius forgives me, I’m very fond of him you know,” which I thought showed his soft side beneath the bluff.

         ‘It is, of course, a very sad feature of modern Britain that for the same behaviour nowadays, Michael would be up before some disciplinary hearing for “offending” me, or some other form of political incorrectness. Michael was old-fashioned. He did not give a damn about all of that nonsense, which is precisely why everybody loved him. That is the Britain I miss.’

         Just as the stand-up comics of today thrive on their edginess and tread a fine line that they occasionally cross, Kidson did sometimes go too far and stray into what might be interpreted as bullying. The trick, as Richard Wells found, was to stand up to him and gain a mutual respect:

         
             

         

         Richard Wells: I was up to Kidson for History A level in 1979. He was on particularly good and insulting form that day, and after I had made a stupid mistake over a date, he obviously decided to target me mercilessly throughout the lesson. His general gist was: what was the point of him teaching me, when I was so stupid, I couldn’t remember anything. This went on for most of the div and I was beginning to take it personally. In the end, he went for me one time too many.

         ‘Wells, you are so stupid, I don’t know why I bother to allow you in my div.’

         To which I replied, ‘Well, in that case, sir, as you obviously don’t want me here, I’m off!’

         I picked up my books and strode out of the div, with Kidson huffing and puffing behind me in a complete fury and shouting after me, ‘Where do you think you’re going? I didn’t tell you to leave, come back here at once!’

         I didn’t. I waited on the steps outside for what I thought would be a hurricane of abuse at the end of the div, but none came. The boys all walked out, but not Kidson.

         Rather worried that he would go straight to my housemaster, I decided to go and see him at the end of the school day to apologise. I went up the stairs and knocked apprehensively on his door. I remember him flinging it open and then staring at me.

         ‘Yes?’ he said, affecting incomprehension as to why I might be there.

         There was silence, so I said sheepishly, ‘I came to apologise, sir.’

         ‘What for?’

         ‘Um … for walking out of your div earlier, sir.’

         Kidson was very calm, but he fired back quickly, ‘Walking out of my div, Wells, what are you talking about? No one has ever walked out of one of my divs without my permission – I sent you out.’

         And that was the end of the conversation. I walked back down the stairs feeling a lot better about life, knowing that no further action would be taken and marvelling at how clever he had been to turn a rather embarrassing situation for him on its head.

         Respect!

         
             

         

         Kidson’s spaniel was a great prop, which he used with comic effect, as Will Armitage remembers. ‘This led to more political incorrectness one day when Jomo Gecaga, the grandson of an East African president, was leaning back nonchalantly on his chair stroking Boody, the spaniel successor to Dougal. Suddenly the wooden block was hurled by Kidson in his general direction. Everyone came to attention with a start.

         ‘“How dare you man!! How dare you touch my beautiful dog! Just because where you come from you would put him in a bloody great cooking pot and stew him alive, that doesn’t mean that you can touch him. You ghastly, abortionate specimen. Argh!!”

         ‘Jomo roared with laughter and was not offended at all.17 Michael knew that he was capable of taking such un-PC verbal abuse!’

         Mungo Mansfield, then Mungo Stormont, also stroked Kidson’s dog and was told, ‘Don’t touch my dog! You’ll give it fleas.’

         Christopher de Bellaigue: ‘Kidson defended his oversexed spaniel for trying to solace itself against our thighs, by saying, “Nothing wrong with a young man wanting a w**k!”’18

         Kidson often strayed into the canine in his history divs. According to Jeremy Harbord, he stated that the reason the Interregnum fell in 1660, the tipping point when the population said ‘enough was enough’ and brought back Charles II, was the day that the Commonwealth banned people from taking dogs to church. Edward Novis recalls Kidson describing spaniels as ‘descendants of the Plantagenets’.

         Like all great actors, Kidson had perfect timing. Harley Walsh, an American who attended Eton for one year between high school and university in the US, will never forget his first day of classes:

         ‘My first class was with Michael. I had not figured my way around the school grounds and ended up turning down the wrong street, which caused me to be late. I finally figured out where I should be and ran through the (now empty) streets and down the hallway towards his classroom. My shoes were new, so the leather outsoles were still smooth. As I approached his door running at full speed, I tried to stop, but my smooth-soled shoes slid along the polished floor and I rammed into the door with a loud bang.

         ‘I opened the door sheepishly and peered in. The class was silent, and Kidson was standing in front of the students with perfect posture and his back towards me. Still looking away from me, he declared, “That must be the American. Please find a seat.”

         ‘To this day, my children love to hear my “that must be the American” story.’

         And everyone remembers his mastery of historical detail, his use of language and colourful turns of phrase. David Cameron was one boy who was captivated, calling him ‘an inspirational teacher who made you feel as if you were in the room with the people he taught about.’

         Anne of Cleves was ‘physically rebarbative’. Mary, Queen of Scots was ‘sexy’. Young imaginations were stimulated by tales of Cardinal Mazarin sliding down Anne of Austria’s drainpipe, or Gladstone consoling ladies of the night. Where other beaks might have stopped short of discussing the sex lives of historical figures, Kidson positively revelled in discussing the ‘Ugandan proclivities’ of Victorian statesmen – Palmerston dying after ‘rogering a housemaid on his billiard table’. Andrew Gilmour remembers Henry VIII being described as a ‘concupiscent old sod.’ About once or twice a month he would come out with his most famous catchphrase – after describing some epic feat of heroism such as the Charge of the Light Brigade, he would fix his classroom of wretchedly inadequate boys with a withering glare and utter the immortal words, ‘They were GIANTS in those days.’

         Jack Diggle: ‘He would throw in the odd word that the majority of us would not use in day-to-day speech – “vicissitudinal” has stuck in the mind, possibly used in some Gladstonian context – he would then linger on the word, knowing it would draw blank faces and very quickly follow up with, “Please don’t tell me, Diggle, that you don’t know what vicissitudinal means … you could pull any man off his bike in the street and ask him and he will know the exact meaning of the word.”’

         Jamie Norman: ‘I have so many other memories: his opening comment in eighteenth-century outlines on this being the era of Hogarth depicting a fox hanging on to the Duchess of Portland’s tits; of the Secret Treaty of Dover being hard to unravel for professional historians, let alone for educationally sub-normal boys like us.’

         Benjy Mancroft remembers the insults: ‘He told me once, when I was hunched in the back of his div not listening, that “you look like a sucked orange”, which was pretty much how I felt at the time. He also accused me of “vegetating in squalid inertia”, which I regarded as a compliment.’

         Johnnie Boden: ‘I developed a lasting fascination for Victorian history in his classroom. My imagination was captured by his depiction of Sir Bartle Frere and General Sir Garnet Wolseley, as they bungled and swashbuckled across the empire. MGMK’s theatrical delivery of these names was a highlight of each division. There would always be a pause first, then he would mention their hallowed names, his voice marginally raised, his lips slightly puckered and often with a glance into the middle distance. Afterwards there would be another slight pause, followed by a look in our direction to ensure that we, too, had embraced the mild absurdity of the names of these moustachioed characters. I always caught his eye and his gentle smile.

         ‘One of the defining characteristics of Eton is the culture of teasing and mimicry. I can’t think of any beak more imitated than MGMK (although there was strong competition – my own housemaster Norman Routledge, John Peake and his famous lisp, ‘Dippy’ Simpson ‘up and construe’, and many others). Kidson provided the school a great service in this respect. Whenever you left the classroom, you would invariably hear at least half of the division imitating him.’

         Jamie Sainsbury: ‘He called me Scaramanga, though he knew my name perfectly well, as there were often assaults on the grocery trade. I was mesmerised by the bravura displays of knowledge and the amazing stories that have remained with me to this day, such as Louis XVI hauling himself into corsets and fleeing in disguise for the Belgian border.’

         Rob Peake also enjoyed Kidson’s theatrical approach to teaching History: ‘When about to explain something important in div, he would deepen and raise his voice dramatically and advise the class, “Hang upon my lips, metaphorically speaking!” I remember an aside in div to one poor boy: “I walked through a graveyard on my way here this morning, Smith. I thought of you.”

         ‘More importantly, I remember him as an excellent teacher. I enjoyed his classes for the laughs, but also because I never felt out of my depth. There was a strong feeling of knowledge going in. Not something I would say about every beak. Like all the best teachers, he combined authority and approachability.’

         Charles Hulbert-Powell: ‘He spoke with no notes in a clear and precise way. He made History live. If he asked a question and a wrong answer was given, he might comment by saying, “Any simple apothecary’s assistant would know the answer to that.” It was memorable, if only because I still don’t quite know why the apothecary’s assistant was relevant.’

         Timothy Melgund: ‘My favourite line was: “Every dog in Newmarket knows the answer to that question.”’

         Mark Davies: ‘I once took a secret video of him teaching. It captures the general hubbub in the div, as he goes through his full repertoire. “Total subjugation! This means total subjugation!” he intones, to explain his arm raised in almost Nazi salute.’

         Above all, Charlie Egerton-Warburton recalls the humour: ‘I was known as Forbes-Cockell, because someone of that name had sat in my seat in div three or four years earlier and also had a double-barrelled name. Cripps was always known as Crisp. The most memorable moment was when Kidson walked in after we had submitted an essay on “Napoleon’s Rise to Power, 1799 to 1805”. He asked us all to stand for two minutes in silence out of disrespect for Crisp, at the end of which he announced to the embarrassed individual, “Boy, if you can’t spell Napoleon, don’t include it in the essay!”

         ‘I still tell that story at dinner parties after thirty-five years. I believe Crisp has gone on to make a fortune running Australia’s largest removals company, so he has had the last laugh.’

         Jeremy Harbord: ‘When he organised an exhibition about Gladstone in the McNaughten Library, he placed on a table one of those J-shaped, one-handed branch loppers, and tagged it “Gladstone’s favourite chopper”. As if he knew! Michael had obviously got it from someone’s potting shed, and wanted to remind people and illustrate WEG’s love for felling trees. I seem to recall asking him if it was really WEG’s favourite? I think he simply said, “Of course,” with a raise of an eyebrow and a smile to show he was bluffing!’19

         Matt Pinsent: ‘He used to teach in a fluent monologue, sometimes uninterrupted for a full div – a feat of oratory and concentration that would be beyond almost anyone. No notes, no stumbling, and your only chance was to write copious notes as he went. I remember a sprightly and enthusiastic springer, who would be shut under the desk by his chair and our desks. When Kidson’s back was turned, we would conceal an ink cartridge in a handkerchief and wave it enthusiastically under the desk, until the dog could not restrain himself and would tear into the package with gusto, only to emerge at the end of the div with blue lips and dribble on his chin.’

         Nicky Dunne: ‘He burst into the room and the lesson would begin almost immediately. His well-practised narrative flowing as he hung up his gown, and the first volley of questions fired in our direction. Woe betide anyone not paying attention. He would sit at his desk urging us to answer, his eyes screwed up in anticipation as we struggled to come up with the name of Garibaldi or Cavour. Like any good schoolmaster, he knew his brief inside out, perhaps too well, and his views on the unification of Italy must have been recycled year after year. But for us it felt fresh and dramatic, with the added tension of his verbal assaults or physical anguish at a half-baked or incoherent answer. He loved opinion and clarity and berated us for displaying any woolliness. His lessons were exciting and uniquely I actually looked forward to them. His rhetorical flourishes were hilarious. Each harsh put-down was delivered with a horror you knew to be faux, and almost entirely for show. We all absolutely loved him.’

         The moment in the week when Kidson gave back our essays was always eagerly anticipated, partly because he was one beak we wanted to impress and we looked forward to his judgement on our work, but also because this was often when he doled out his best insults. A Scottish boy was informed he was a ‘Hebridean cave dweller’ and a boy of Welsh extraction was told, ‘I make every allowance for your nationality, but really this is not good enough.’

         He upbraided another boy, ‘I know, it must be very hard for you being at the back of every queue when God gave out talent, good looks and intelligence, but for goodness sake, please try!’ There was one occasion when he said to someone, ‘You are so slack and so idle, I cannot even look at you.’ The great man addressed this to a wall.

         Henry Hood: ‘The cleverer boys got their essays back first, before eventually, “And now we come to Hood. Poor … old … Hood. Hood, you make me want to fart!”’

         When we had a chance to look at our essays, they were frequently covered in red ink. Commas would be sprayed across the page like sparks in a forge. While some other beaks gave the impression of having done their marking on their knees in front of Panorama, putting the odd desultory tick in the margins, then a brief comment and a grade at the end, Kidson went to immense trouble. He questioned every bald assertion and unsubstantiated opinion.

         Jamie Norman: ‘My first essay was to assess the career of Cardinal Wolsey. With his mistresses in mind, I rather pompously and naively observed that “Wolsey’s morals left much to be desired.” – “Absurd and irrelevant” was his comment in red biro.’

         Tim Thomson Jones remembers being told that his essay was ‘like a jackass’s penis, long and flaccid’.20

         You knew what Kidson thought fairly early on by the comments in the margin, such as, ‘Oh dear.’ One essay had six ‘Oh dears’ in the margin, leading to the conclusion: ‘This really is the funniest essay I have ever read on Disraeli – it goes into my archives. There is hardly a serious or sensible thought here. Oh dear.’ 

         Other typical margin entries were:

         
            • I don’t think that I’ve ever read a more RISIBLE opening paragraph on Bismarck

            • Rubbish

            • Gibberish

            • Appallingly incompetent gibberish

            • Sheer unmitigated nonsense

            • Sheer waffle

            • This para reads like a demented parrot

            • Another dreadful paragraph

         

         At the bottom, he was liable to write:21

         
            • Mostly appalling rubbish, I’m afraid. I suggest that another time you attempt a question that you know a modicum about.

            • This is utterly awful. There is no thematic line whatsoever: it is a formless patchwork, gormless, badly stitched together, shapeless mass of unrelated half-truths – of no merit whatsoever. I cannot estimate a grade.

            • Horrible piece of work – a lot of it little more than gibberish. There is hardly a careful – even a sane – judgement here, and the ‘history’ is as gruesome as the Bulgarian atrocities. I don’t like this one little bit.

            • Nearly all sheer nonsense, this is NOT history.

            • I don’t think I’ve ever read a more ludicrous paragraph than the 2nd in this essay. One would infer that you were not right in the head. But, on reflection, I don’t think I’ve ever read so much TRIPE in a so-called essay on Louis Napoleon. There isn’t a single sentence – never mind a thematic line – that makes sense. It is simply awful. To be done again for Monday 20th March. 

            • This is primitive beyond words – from beginning to end the English & style are dreadful: the history a piecemeal of 1/2 truths & poorly supported patchwork illiteracy. I don’t like it one bit. You will see me before it is rewritten for lock-up Wednesday 14th March. I will NOT accept work of this utterly dismal standard from an A level candidate.

            • I am able, verbally, to ask you what you mean by the things you write – because I need to do so: most of this script is quite incredibly obscure. An examiner cannot do this; he will probably think one of several things:

         

         (a) that you are in the middle of an unfortunate brainstorm.

         (b) that you are ‘having him on’.

         (c) that you are an Oriental gentleman with very little English, who has changed his name to Jones.

         (d) that you are inebriated.

         I shall charitably assume that (b) is the explanation.

         
             

         

         Often, he bestowed a new grade he had invented below an F for Fail: ‘G’.

         Occasionally there were girls in his divs, the daughters of masters who were admitted to the school as day girls for A levels and Oxbridge. Charles Rhodes remembers Joanna Bentley, the Conduct’s22 daughter, being in his div and Kidson’s refrain every time he handed their essays back: ‘Rhodes, beaten by a girl again.’

         The girls themselves were initially scared of this outwardly misogynist eccentric. Sarah Compton-Burnett arrived late for one of Kidson’s divs, as luck would have it at the same time as one of the boys, and Kidson ribbing her mercilessly. But as time went by, they were impressed by his kindness and his generosity.

         Joanna Bentley wrote on her leaver to Kidson:

         

         
            Sir, Despite the fact that initially I was stunned, bemused, frightened to death etc. I am now most grateful. Everyone but everyone must plague you with compliments. I am merely a small voice crying in the wilderness. I am under the impression that you run the school. At least no one would contradict you, would they? Periodically I assured the young women at Eton that they had no reason to be alarmed by your presence; a perfect gentleman in every sense. With love Joanna.

         

         Edmund Marlowe was so impressed by Kidson’s performances that he based the character of the Classics master Mr Trotter on him in his first novel Alexander’s Choice23 – the two anecdotes depicted below are real Kidsonisms:

         
            Eton was rich in colourful schoolmasters, but Mr Trotter, a tall, distinguished-looking man in his fifties with a rather severe demeanour and glinting spectacles, stood out for his delightful eccentricity, though at first he appeared to be gruff and fairly alarming.

            ‘Weed!’ he would call out to a tough-looking boy called Meade, and repeat it louder in apparent exasperation until Meade understood he was meant. Similarly, ‘Cook, I mean Baker!’ would learn to respond to the former name as his pseudonym and Greene soon got used to being called Brown. During their first div, they wondered if he was a little mad, but watching carefully when they giggled in response to his mistakes, Alexander soon noticed the faint twitch of the corners of Mr Trotter’s mouth that alone in his deadpan countenance betrayed the intense pleasure it gave him to bring his class to life in this way.

            His third Classics div of the half was repeatedly interrupted by the noise of drilling the other side of the div-room window. After a while, Mr Trotter put down his Greek grammar book, strode up to the window and opened it.

             ‘I do hope I’m not boring you,’ he boomed at the bewildered builder, closed the window and quickly resumed his discourse on pronouns, as if oblivious of the tittering of the boys.

            The next div, he suddenly interrupted their Latin construe to command them to write down the Seven Wonders of the World, though they had never been taught them. He would give a sovereign to any boy who got all seven, he said. Each boy then had to mark his neighbour’s answers and announce his own score. Nought, one, or two was the invariable score and elicited mutterings of feigned incredulity at the ignorance of modern schoolboys on the part of Mr Trotter, until Alexander said six. Alexander caught the beak’s slightly puzzled look, as though the glass of plonk he thought he was sipping had turned out to be fine claret.

         

         Kidson modified his style to suit the years he was teaching. Younger boys in E Block were granted more humour than those preparing for exams:

         
             

         

         Hugo Jackson: The classes were incredibly rich in historical fact and colour and lots of fun – he was a great one for playing to the gallery. I could not wait for the next lesson. He was a natural performer and carried off an austere and almost authoritarian manner, which thinly masked his enjoyment of jokes. Michael was superficially highly disdainful of us, and played up how insignificant we were in the overall life of the school. He would pretend not to know who we were – one classmate, Brooke Lyndon-Stanford, was always deliberately referred to as ‘Lytton-Strachey’. Actually, he knew pretty much everyone and their qualities well.

         Another, Piers Faccini, might be asked by Michael something like, ‘Faccini, when Lord Clive met Siraj’s army at Plassey, what was the impact on the East India Company …?’ Piers would pause for a fraction of a moment, and almost immediately, Michael would step in, ‘I suppose I shouldn’t ask you, Faccini. You were, after all, born under bluer skies! Anyway, Clive delivered x, or y …’

         We used to antagonise him deliberately by being particularly stupid, in order that Michael would run across and pretend to rough us up. There would be a charge and he would bellow, ‘If you don’t stop being so idiotic, I’ll have to immerse my hands in your warm intestines,’ as he just about held himself back from pummelling us. There might be an incredibly gentle pantomime wallop, but it was always done with such humour and completely free of actual menace that we laughed and encouraged it.

         Another MGMK game … He used to play up his absorption in the historical topic at hand by adopting the manner of the intellectually aloof academic. He would walk up and down at the front of the classroom delivering an instructive monologue on some topic with his eyes closed and with a detached, cerebral air. This comic, selective blindness to what was going on around him, allowed us to encourage Boodie – then a puppy – to jump up on our desks and run up and down the classroom from desk to desk. Each boy would lure Boodie to jump to their desk by waving bits of paper in turn, like a Mexican wave. Michael would pretend not to notice what was going on – still speechifying through the clatter and barely suppressed hysterics and the dog running up and down the room at table height.

         
             

         

         But despite the rudeness, the outrageous humour and the histrionics, Kidson was very approachable, as another American boy relates:

         
             

         

         Minter Dial: I did A level History with MGMK and despite the severe handicap of being American and having rather woolly English, I managed to carve out a higher than expected grade. Still to this day, I am wont to mimic his grand arrival in class. After flinging his cape over the coat rack and stuffing good old Dougal under the desk, he would glibly spend the first few moments tidying the papers, cleaning the blackboard and completely ignoring our presence. Then, he would look up and, startled by finding an outfit of bedraggled boys and expectant eyes, would moan, ‘Oh no, not you lot again.’ This would be followed by the return of some marked papers, starting with the rips, and some qualifying public remarks whose words I can still hear echoing in my head.

         After one such harrowing experience, where I was the recipient of some scathing commentary about writing sadly verbose English and using split infinitives ad infinitum, I took Kidson up on his offer to come by his place for some assistance.

         When I arrived at the appointed hour, I knocked sheepishly. He seemed not to notice, even though I could hear him talking to Dougal. I knocked again. The door was whisked open and almost as quickly pushed back.

         ‘What on earth do you want, whatsyourname?’

         Bumbling and fumbling, I uttered the words ‘help, please’. As if checking his mental agenda, all the while shaking his head, he finally and reluctantly let me in with an, ‘Oh well, okay.’

         Once inside, I managed to lean over and pet Dougal. A most reassuring moment, until Dougal was summarily told to return to his bed and I was asked if I would like something. Certainly, I replied, but wasn’t sure if he meant tea or food, or both.

         ‘Well, boy, what would you like?’ he barked. Long pause. ‘Coffee? Tea? Milk? Water?’

         Relieved on hearing the choice, I asked for some milk. Wrong answer (again).

         ‘No, don’t be such a fool, Dial,’ so he remembered my name after all. ‘I mean a proper drink.’

         More angst. Mini-hours passed by, as I tried to conjure up what I could possibly order at this point.

         ‘How about a gin and tonic?’

         ‘Er, um, well, yes, sir, thank you, sir …’

         Then I was invited to wait in his sitting-room, accompanied by Dougal.

         Kidson returned brandishing two rather tall glasses.

         ‘Well, cheers, Dial.’

         Then, he took the drink up to his lips and eyed me as I did the same. He took a good swig. I followed. The taste of tonic completely escaped me. I had just gulped down what felt like pure gin. Mustering all the stiff-upper-lip I knew how, I managed not to choke. With that rather sly, impish smile, MGMK started on about some anecdote of history and we thence proceeded to spend the next two hours talking about life. Not once did my ripped paper with a sub-par mark surface. Suffice it to say, I was all the same marked for life.

         As a PS, I did stay in touch with Michael and corresponded a few times. I also had the good fortune to spend a more adult drink with him in the 1990s.

         
             

         

         What Minter didn’t know, until now, is that Kidson was following his progress with interest. A letter in Kidson’s files survives from the headmaster of his prep school:

         
            
               
                  
                     
                        
            
                           
                           	From: THE HEADMASTER
            
                           
                           	The Old Malthouse,


                        
            
                           
                           	 
            
                           
                           	Langton Matravers,


                        
            
                           
                           	 
            
                           
                           	Swanage, Dorset


                        
            
                           
                           	 
            
                           
                           	 


                        
            
                           
                           	 
            
                           
                           	30th January 1976


                     
                  

               

            

            Dear Mr Kidson,

            We met last summer when I was accompanying Minter Dial to his General List Examination. You kindly offered your assistance on that occasion if I ever needed advice. I am writing therefore to ask if you could recommend a House for Minter.

            He is above all an enthusiast, full of energy, a fine games player, an interested musician, and I think fairly adequate in the classroom.

            I would be most grateful if you could make a recommendation.24

            With many thanks.

            Yours sincerely,

            Patrick Jordan.

         

         It is just one of many examples that have come to light of this very surprising man’s capacity to act behind the scenes for the good of others.

         

         
            16 So does the BBC. Debrett’s Correct Form, the ultimate arbiter on these matters, and probably Kidson’s source, recommends Alltrup.

            17 Jomo confirms this. He writes: ‘Suffice to say, I believe anonymising the anecdote would not do Kidson justice, so I am happy for you to say it as it was!’

            18 I can’t read de Bellaigue’s writing very well and I think this word must be ‘walk’.

            19 In fact this was a double bluff as research shows the chopper was genuine. Kidson had borrowed it from Hawarden whose owner at the time was a former Eton Beak, Sir William Gladstone Bt, later the Chief Scout. The exhibition is still remembered at Eton as a model of its kind.

            20 As was often the case, his insults paraphrased historical quotes, in this case Sydney Smith on an article by Macaulay.

            21 These are taken from his archive of very good and (mostly) very bad essays by boys over the years.

            22 The Senior Chaplain at Eton is known as the Conduct.

            23 (www.amazon.co.uk/Alexanders-Choice-Edmund-Marlowe/dp/1481222112)

            24 Kidson recommended John Peake and Minter thrived in JSBP.
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