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PROLOGUE




Required: Experienced Booksellers for a new bookshop – Waterstone’s – in Old Brompton Road. Opening in September. The first of many. Our object is to have the best literary bookshops in the land, staffed by the best, happiest, literary booksellers.





This was the advertisement I ran in London’s Evening Standard in July 1982, eight weeks before our very first Waterstone’s store was due to open in South Kensington.


It’s an odd advertisement, looking at it now. It was certainly unorthodox, particularly the ‘happiest’ bit, although the sentiment behind that objective was entirely sincere. But perhaps its very oddness added a positive, intriguing quality to it. Whatever the case, through it I recruited in one fell swoop my first four Waterstone’s staff members, all of them from Hatchards in Piccadilly (then owned by the publishers William Collins, but safely these days within the Waterstone’s family).


Hatchards was at that time, and perhaps still is, the most prestigious literary bookshop in Britain, but it was not one whose owners spent too much time worrying about their staff’s ‘happiness’. Those four recruits came to me because they had not been given a salary increase for three years, which was unbelievably harsh for the time, with annual inflation running so persistently high. How lucky I was.


The telephone rang barely a minute after we had opened on our first day, and Dane Howell, one of these marvellous people, picked up the receiver.


‘Waterstone’s?’ he purred into it.


Ye Gods, I thought. He has just said Waterstone’s. Waterstone’s. I’ve done it. It’s real. I’ve made it. That thought was more than a little premature, given the bumps and terrors that occurred on the long and exhilarating road that lay ahead of us. But at that moment, at the very start of the journey, I felt an immense sense of achievement. From day one, every member of staff knew what I wanted Waterstone’s to do and to be, and they – and all the many thousands of staff who followed them over the years – set happily about doing it with me. And together as a team – as a family – we did it.


I quote, immodestly I know, but there we go, from an article in the Independent, written in early October 1992, ten years later almost to the day. I do so because what the article describes was exactly, exactly, point by point, what we had all set out to do, and then did. I had never met or spoken to the journalist, and – well – it’s good to read all that from another’s pen. One takes enough brickbats in life…




Here it comes again, the annual kerfuffle of the Booker prize. Amid Tuesday night’s celebrations – and acrimony and recriminations – one man will be watching the proceedings with wry disinterest, secure that he has won again, as indeed he has done for the past 10 years.


Neither author, agent nor publisher, the real victor will be a retailer, a businessman. In the decade since the Booker was first televised, Tim Waterstone, 53, founder of 86 bookstores, has done more than anyone to transform literary Britain.


It would be difficult to overstate Mr Waterstone’s impact on the book trade, and publishers tumble over each other in tribute: he has changed the rules, moved the goalposts, revolutionised the industry. He has made book-buying a pleasurable experience, not an obstacle course. He has made high culture stylish. His shops have proved a godsend to publishers specialising in literary fiction – the Fabers, the Seckers, the Picadors. He staffed them with postgrads who had read a volume or two and were more than likely to be writers themselves. He set in motion an Eighties publishing revolution that inspired many other stores to revamp – Dillons, Hatchards, Books Etc – and with the boom in authors’ advances and the emergence of the writer as talk-show star, he somehow made the whole business rather rock ’n’ roll.


Before Mr Waterstone opened his first shop in Old Brompton Road in 1982, you could go into Foyles and be anaesthetised by inefficiency, stunned by confusion; it made the local library look snazzy. Or you could go into WH Smith and find little but bestsellers and gift books. In most cities outside London you couldn’t find philosophy or art or science, because if it didn’t sell by the dump-bin, it wasn’t stocked. Such classics as there were, invariably dusty Penguins, were consigned to a dark outpost beyond Cookery.


 


But Mr Waterstone opened a shop you could walk around, a shop that stocked 50,000 titles, almost everything you could need. It had a sensible layout, agreeable lighting, a thoughtful kids’ section. Staff didn’t bother you if you read a chapter or two. It organised book readings and signings, a book search service, published a catalogue with its own recommendations and kept cuttings of the reviews. If they had bunged in an espresso bar and a chaise longue, you could practically have lived there…





‘Go the other way’, as the legendary Sam Walton of Walmart put it. ‘Ignore the conventional wisdom. If everybody is doing it one way, there is a good chance that you can find your niche by going in exactly the opposite direction. But be prepared for a lot of folks to wave you down and tell you that you are headed the wrong way.’


And that’s exactly what we did. In our model of literary bookselling of the highest class we travelled at speed in exactly the opposite direction to everybody else. For the book trade during the seventies and early eighties had talked itself into a state of dark gloom and bleak defeatism, particularly on the retail side. The independent booksellers were fast retrenching. And WH Smith, at that time overwhelmingly the market leader, was beginning to retrench from books too, placing increased emphasis on other goods – plastic toys, cheap stationery, fizzy drinks, music – and making a big deal of it to the City, looking for applause at their wisdom thereby.


Passion and independence of mind are what Sam Walton was preaching. But it is the vision that comes first – all else flows from that – and the Waterstone’s vision was absolutely simple and absolutely clear. Surely all the great consumer retail businesses have been built from a picture born and carried in the founder’s head, and this one certainly was. Right from the very start we had a defined picture of what the offer was to be, and who it was to be aimed at, and why it would win. And that is the point – winning. And ‘winning’ for the founding entrepreneur is not at all the making of a fortune. It is the making of the point, the defeating of the sceptics, the victory of the vision, the acting as a disruptive catalyst for a significant cultural and market change. It’s the public projection of a personal vision, and a personal passion to succeed with it.


At Waterstone’s we used not one jot of market research in determining our action plan. We just did it. And in that I would guess that we were typical of most if not all successful entrepreneurial start-ups. These arise perhaps every time from a founder’s sudden, blinding epiphany – a vision of a breakthrough in an area in which he or she has market knowledge and experience. We could not afford market research. But in any case, what market research could have helped us? The fact was that the sort of bookshops we were intending to open was not out there. They were a figment of my imagination. There was nothing tangible, nothing for us there to research. As George Bernard Shaw said, ‘The British people never know what they want until they are given it.’ But we – not the royal ‘we’; we, the staff and I – knew with total clarity what we wanted the Waterstone’s bookshops to be, and we knew they would work. They would certainly appeal to me as a book buyer, so surely there must be a few million other people out there just like me. Why wouldn’t there be?


The timing of our launch, thank goodness, proved to be excellent. The eighties lay ahead and, as the Independent piece says, what happened as the decade rolled out was something of a publishing revolution. The Booker Prize began really to gather pace and publicity saturation, driven particularly by Salman Rushdie and his Midnight’s Children, which won the prize in 1981. There were feisty, cutting-edge new publishing imprints, dozens of them, some tiny, but all of them reaching out, and confidently, into a literary world that had previously lain fallow – and none more so in its heyday than the feminist imprint Virago. There was a chat and a bustle around it all that had not been seen in the book world for a very long time. And Waterstone’s, as we grew and grew and grew, accelerating away from a standing start to open eighty-six large bookshops in our first ten years, was absolutely at the epicentre of that 1980s revolution. We benefited that revolution, and we were benefited by it, and we had no real rival to match us.


Putting this in a general context, entrepreneurs carry a self-confidence that is inviolate, whatever disasters may strike. They have their vision – tunnel vision, perhaps – and they are going to win with it. And all would embrace this simple checklist of the way to run their company’s affairs: How can I inspire? How can I ensure that my dream can best be driven on its way? How can I lead more and manage less? How can I inspire creativity and imagination amongst the whole team? How can I know who our market is, and deliver to them what I know they want? How can I let our people show what they can do? How can I let our people believe that they are capable of anything, that they can reach out, and that they can grow?


‘Where there’s no vision, the people perish,’ says Proverbs 29:18. Well, big corporates don’t really do vision. The entrepreneur does little else. It is the vision that brings the win, the self-belief, the ruthlessness, the ability to ignore setbacks, the ability to lead and to inspire. Entrepreneurs are not really corporate animals at all. Other people’s opinions, bureaucracy, needless, fussy communications bore them, and they have a wafer-thin attention span when time is being wasted. Bill Gates dropped out of Harvard University, for no other reason than that he was bored and impatient to get on with what he considered to be real life. Michael Dell was a dropout from the University of Texas for the same reason.


No one reads Kipling these days, and they are the poorer for it, but everyone is familiar with those great lines from ‘If’, which are inscribed above the door of the players’ changing room at Wimbledon; that lovely juxtaposition of meeting with Triumph and Disaster, and treating those two impostors just the same.


What Kipling encapsulated in ‘If’ was the entrepreneurial life. Having the courage to put all your winnings back on the table and start again; meeting great triumphs and great disasters with calm resolution; risking everything; saving your breath on self-pity; dreaming great dreams.


That is what wins – tenacity, drive, and an almost insane ability to deal with financial stress. Add to that real self-knowledge, together with a certain simplicity and straightforwardness and clarity of mind. If you have it within you to add one extra dimension – a passion, linked to a sense of rightness, an instinct for what really matters, a contempt for duplicity and deception – then you will be, as Kipling puts it, a man. Wholly politically incorrectly in current language, of course, but he was someone of his time, and we all know what he means, and please don’t lose contact with him just on those grounds.




If you can make one heap of all your winnings


And risk it all on one turn of pitch-and-toss,


And lose, and start again at your beginnings


And never breathe a word about your loss…





and




…If you can fill the unforgiving minute


With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,


Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it.


And – which is more – you’ll be a man, my son!





Even in the early years when I was trying to prepare myself for my Waterstone’s dream by gaining experience in a conventional business setting, I knew exactly what was missing. The moment I threw over that old life – the corporate life – and went off to try my hand at the new life – freedom – Waterstone’s – I immediately felt comfortable in my own skin. Putting aside the fun years of my youth in India, I had never had that feeling before. I had been pretending to be X or Y – but none of it was me. I had no commitment. Or – much better put – I had no real cause to attach my commitment to. And I felt the most overwhelming need to make my own mark on the world, to fight my own fights, to win my own wars.


And thus, at last, in 1982, when I was forty-three, Waterstone’s came into being and we set off on our adventure. I had no fear of failure or the consequences of that – though I should have done, in practical terms, as I had children to support. Quite simply, by doing this, I found happiness and pride. And a resolution to my life. And the Kiplingesque seeds of all of that – my successes, my failures, my ups, my downs, my triumphs and my disasters – all of these, throughout my life, both personal and professional, were set into my being by the circumstances of my childhood, in which I was the marginally emotionally battered child of a marginally battered lower-middle-class ex-colonial family.


And that is what this book is about.




PART ONE


Where the Children of My Childhood Played




CHAPTER 1


It was the winter of 1942, mid-war, and the country was tired and bombed and scruffy. I was three years old, and a few months earlier my family had moved into our house in Crowborough, in East Sussex.


Finally, after almost two years of itinerant wandering, we had settled down. My father had been enlisted in the Royal Army Service Corps in the early months of the war, and my mother had spent the years since then driving with us all around the country, following his postings.


All of that was such an extraordinary thing to do, and for some reason my mother never seemed to want to talk about it in later years. But what happened was that on the outbreak of the war she moved all of us out of our rented house in Glasgow, packed us into our small car – our luggage, Nanny, my sister Wendy, my brother David, the dog and me (a very small baby, of course) – and set off for England. Her one purpose was to follow my father. At that time he was being moved around continually from one Royal Army Service Corps camp to another. In later years, I asked my older sister why she thought our mother had done that. Wendy said that my mother was convinced that my father would never have been able to cope with army life unless he knew that she was always close by to support him.


So off we went, bridges burnt, now without a home to return to. The five of us, plus the dog, followed my father from camp to camp, up and down the country, from Scotland down to Yeovil, then up to Wales, up again to Lancashire, then down to Reading, across to Kent, back again to Yeovil, month after month after month, one bed-and-breakfast room followed by another. I knew nothing of it, if course, but it must have been an appallingly uncomfortable and prolonged experience. It led eventually to my mother suffering a breakdown, and it came to a halt only when my father was withdrawn from the Corps and posted as a technical instructor at a staff college in Kent, where he remained until the end of the war.


Shortly after my father was appointed to the staff college, he came home on leave, to see the new house. Excited at the prospect of his homecoming, I drew some pictures to give to him.


And so one day my mother called for me and there he was, in his uniform, standing in the hall. My father. Except, of course, he was a complete stranger to me.


I had expected that he would reach down to pick me up, but he made no move to do that. So I handed him my pictures, probably sullenly, as they would have been appalling, and even at that age I would have known it, as I have never been able to draw.


And then I did something that may well have served to change the character of the rest of my childhood, and perhaps thus to shape in part my life.


‘Go away,’ I said. ‘Go away. We were happy without you! Go away.’


He stood there, quite still, staring at me, appalled. So was my mother. So was my sister, aged eleven. So was my brother, aged eight. So, no doubt, was the dog.


I seem to have eradicated from my memory what happened next. I think my mother may have hit me. And who could blame her? In any case, she must have understood the root of this catastrophic insult to my father. With him away for all that time, I had from babyhood frequently slept in my mother’s bed. But now, each time he came home, this stranger, this big uniformed man, would no doubt be with her there, in my place.


My father remained with us then for perhaps ten days, before his leave was over. He spent much of this time in the tool shed, with the door shut behind him. He told us he was making a present for my brother David’s birthday. This turned out to be a sort of wheeled toboggan. It capsized the moment David tried it out on a run down the rough lane that bordered our house, and then each and every time thereafter.


It was a disaster for my father, really. He told us he had been looking forward to making this toboggan for David for weeks, and now it had failed. It was a shame, but this was when I first saw the weakness in him, and it was a shock. My father, in his early forties, took his disappointment like a child: pouting, on the edge of tears, his bottom lip quivering, shouting at my mother, and, most infantile of all, stamping his foot when she tried to turn the situation into a joke. I saw Nanny stare at him when he did this, and then grimace as she turned away.


I think Nanny was not so much shaken by his anger, as contemptuous of his childishness. She had lived with our family since well before the war, no more than a young girl when she joined us, and was perhaps used to this kind of performance from him. But it was new to me, and it both puzzled and frightened me. Men were supposed to be strong and affectionate and gentle and protective. They were like that in stories. Fathers didn’t shout and pout and sulk and quiver their bottom lips over such an inconsequential matter as this.


A few days later his leave was almost over. He was due to return to his barracks the next day. I was in my pyjamas and was just about to go upstairs to bed. I saw him sitting in his chair, reading a newspaper, waiting to be called to his supper.


Suddenly, unexpectedly, a wave of affection for him came over me. I knew I had done wrong in what I had said to him when he had first arrived. My mother had been angry with me, and I understood why. I wanted to make up for it. He was my father. I went over and stood in front of him, reaching out my arms to him. But he shrunk back into his chair and pushed me off with both hands, roughly so. ‘Men don’t kiss,’ he said.


I pulled back, appalled. All I had wanted was for him to reach out to me, and perhaps touch my hands for a moment. I was three years old. That was all I wanted. As young as I was, the snub – the spurning, coarse, insulting rejection of it – hurt. It hurt. And his action seemed to set into being the future pattern of our relationship. For he never once attempted a physically affectionate gesture towards me. Hard to believe no doubt, but true. Not once. I saw other children laughing with their fathers, ragging with them, being picked up, swung about, hugged, pushed on swings, kicking a football, carried on shoulders. I wanted that for us, too. But not once in all the years of my childhood did he as much as touch me. Nor did he express affection for me in any other manner. Not once did he give me praise. Nor, if it comes to that, did he do so in my adulthood. Not once.


I will never understand why all this happened. One can construct reasons, and see if they can be made to fit, but none really suffice. Perhaps my arrival in the world, way too long after my siblings, had been to him an unplanned disaster, worried about money as he was throughout his married life. Maybe there had been a simple mismatch of personality. Maybe he resented the affection that my mother so openly lavished on me. Maybe it was my rejection of him in that appalling incident I had created in our hall.


Maybe this, maybe that. Maybe there is no one clear reason at all. But what I do know, and my siblings knew too, is that this was more than just emotional reticence in him, because in his other relationships within the family – with my mother, my sister, my brother – he was fully emotional. Actually, he was emotional with the three of them to the point of being positively needy. Unhappy, unfulfilled and bullied in his work, as we all in the family bore daily witness to, he was devoid of self-confidence, devoid of interests and intellectual curiosity, and allowed himself to be destroyed by perceived social snubs. In all this he clung to my mother with a desperation that in its vulnerability, in its incompetence, was painful to witness. He clung to my sister, who was at times openly irritated by it. He clung to my brother, though my father was frightened of him.


My mother knew it was her role to hold my father up in his life, and she did so, and, always, always, she held him close. She knew his weakness, she knew his emptiness, and she knew that he was her responsibility, and she never let him down. Well – except perhaps one should say this – she seldom engaged with his awful relationship with me, but sometimes, just sometimes, very quietly, her hands on mine, she would apologise to me for it. But in the final analysis there was no doubt that she knew what the essential role of her life had to be – she was the guardian and the protector and the shield of my father, her husband, from a world with which he was most ill equipped to deal.


So, whatever the reasons for it, he and I spent all those years of ours in mutual, numbed dislike. His weapon of choice – the weapon that no child can weather or combat – was sarcasm. Endless, witless, brutal sarcasm. Worst, devastatingly worst, when it was shouted at me. And it generally was.


I think now that my presence in the house gave him a punchbag on which he could release his dissatisfactions around his own life. Even as a child of ten or eleven, frightened of him as I was, I knew that I was the stronger and the more resilient of the two of us. I knew that he was weak, and that I wasn’t. His treatment of me simply confirmed his weakness. Better to let him bully his way on. I was strong. He was weak.


But there was at least one occasion when his attack on me led me to get up and escape. I was ten. He had started it at the breakfast table – a mocking, merciless rant at me – and I suddenly, impulsively, pushed my plate aside and got up from my chair and fled. I ran out to the garage, seized my bike and rode away as fast as I could, up the lane, through the high street, past the riding stables, past the barber, past the fishmonger, past everything until I was out into the country. I pedalled for miles and miles, through Lewes, nineteen miles away, and on and on still. Reaching the South Downs village of Alfriston, I deliberately put myself in danger by going absolutely full pelt down a precipitous and winding hill, almost with the intent to have a crash and damage myself. And then, resting by the roadside, finally beginning to calm down, I rode the twenty miles or so home to Crowborough.


It was nearly dark when I got there, and I sat down on a bench on the village green, uncertain what to do next. A few minutes later my mother drew up in her car, smiled at me, shook her head ruefully, and made no further comment other than to suggest that I follow her home. I learnt later that she had been driving around for several hours trying to find me.


And so the pattern of my childhood years wound its way on. By the time I was thirteen or fourteen, I had become much more capable of withstanding the buffeting of his attack. By the time I was eighteen, and on the point of leaving home, it had become little more than a distraction, an echo from the past, a painful experience that was there, and it had happened, but something that I could now put aside and forget about. And that is what I did. I put it aside, and resolved to forget about it. But if my resolution superficially succeeded, what had been done had been done.


For the truth is that my father had damaged me, and the damage had stuck. It’s still there. Recently, one of my brother’s daughters sent me a photograph of my father, which she had found amongst my brother’s papers when she was tidying them up after his death. I looked at my father’s face, staring into the camera, and that shock of fear – sharp, sudden fear – hit me all over again. Exactly the fear I had of him in my childhood.


All this had happened, and it was cruel, and it was relentless. And I can recognise the legacies of it in the way I have led my life. One legacy, and it is absurdly trivial, is that I cannot to this day watch a Fred Astaire film without wanting to turn away from it, because Astaire looks so like him. But a second legacy, and this one is anything but trivial, is that I believe that without the trauma of that relationship I would never have broken out and fought the battles that I did fight to create and succeed with Waterstone’s. That wasn’t just for me. It was for my father too. Waterstone’s was a statement of personal confidence and drive and tenacity, a statement that great things can be achieved, a statement that vision matters, that leadership matters, that culture matters, that books matter.


Waterstone’s was me having the last word on him. It was proof of my worth. I needed Waterstone’s. Why else would I have named it after me? Actually – it was named after my father too, if you like. I was hurling bottles at my childhood, which I could neither forgive nor forget. That was why Waterstone’s won. Waterstone’s, pure and simple, was aimed at my father. Well, that’s what a therapist told me a few years ago. And he was right.


*


There was an interesting incident when I was in my thirties. My father called me, and suggested that we might meet that day for a family picnic. I hadn’t seen him for some years, and I don’t think he had telephoned me before ever – and I mean ever – except for those several times over the last years of his life, my mother dead, he remarried, that he had once more run out of money, and needed from me what we both allowed the other to refer to as ‘a small loan’. Though I have to say that on some occasions they were anything but that as far as I was concerned, such were the sums he sometimes requested out of my already uncomfortably stretched family net income. But, whatever, I would then supply the money, I hope graciously, or at least apparently so. And I should mention in passing that none of these loans was ever repaid, and when my father died I found that I alone of his children had been omitted from his will…


But the call on this occasion was not a request for money. Not at all. It seemed to be, and I am sure it was, a reaching out to me. An attempt to build something between us at last.


So we had the picnic, me with my then wife Claire and our two baby daughters, he with his pleasant second wife, an Australian widow. We sat beside each other on the rug. In time, Claire took the children off to play. My father and I talked. Yes – talked. And – yes – he was trying to reach out to me. He really was. And I was quickly aware that his wife, whom I hardly knew, was doing all that she could that afternoon to aid and encourage and prompt him in that. And, looking back now, I applaud her for it.


He couldn’t have known that he was so near to the day of his death. The aneurism that killed him instantaneously those very few days later could not have been foretold. But he was doing just that – he was reaching out to me. And that afternoon I tried to reach out to him. And that was the last time that I saw him alive. And so he never saw Waterstone’s brought into life, for that lay five or six years ahead, and I wish he had.


It was, of course, all way, way too late. Just those very few days later my father lay on the mortuary slab. He was seventy-seven, but in death looked much older.


I sat on the chair beside the slab, and gazed at him. His eyelids had been pulled down like blinds, and they now clung close to the outline of his eyeballs, too close, accentuating them, and unattractively so. The covering lay loose on his body and I leant across him to straighten it, and tidy him.


We were alone, but for a porter down at the far end of the room, sitting on a plastic chair, reading a tabloid newspaper. He seemed to be oblivious to us, or tactfully pretending to be.


I took my father’s hand, and held it for a moment. But it felt wrong, and contrived, and I didn’t welcome the intimacy of it, so I let the hand go, and just stared at him. He was dead. He was gone. I was free of him.


It may seem uncomfortably offhand for me to say this, but the truth was that he had never loved me, and I had never loved him. I would have liked to have loved my father, and perhaps he would have liked to have loved me too, his son. Who knows? But in the ghastly, enforced companionship of this mortuary slab it was we two who were alone together. He was lying there alone with me, of all people. And that is how I remember that scene, and how I felt as I sat there with him.


The porter yawned, stretched, dropped his paper on to his chair, and made his way over to us.


‘All well, sir?’ he said. He looked down at my father and seemed to be struggling to find something to say. ‘Nice-looking old gentleman,’ he murmured at last. ‘Very nice-looking.’


He wasn’t actually, not in the least, but it was a pleasant little compliment. My father was always a carefully groomed man. He would have appreciated it.




CHAPTER 2


Iremember the day so clearly. It was my third birthday, and we were moving our possessions into the house in Crowborough, which my mother had bought, as I learnt in later years, for three thousand, five hundred pounds.


It was the summer of 1942. Petrol was severely rationed, but private motoring had not yet been banned, so we could still use our car. We arrived at our new house in our Vauxhall. This was only five years old, but had run up a huge mileage, as my mother drove us all around the country, following my father’s Royal Army Service Corps postings.


I caught the excitement of my brother and sister when they ran down the path to the front door of our new home, and then the scrabbling around as my mother looked for the key. I tried to keep up with Wendy and David as they ran up and down the stairs to explore the empty rooms, and then raced out into the garden.


The house was one of a group of nine built just a few years earlier by a local developer. They were all of them different, all of them ugly, but all of them with good, generous one-acre gardens. And in my eyes our garden was the best part of it. It ran all the way down to a stream, and we had inherited from the previous owner large vegetable beds and fruit trees, rose beds, a strawberry and raspberry cage, a beech hedge, a tool shed, and a straggly herbaceous border. And, best of all, a formal rectangular pond, with water lilies, tadpoles and frogs and water boatmen, those seemingly weightless little aquatic insects that our gardener a few years later formally identified for me under their scientific name of Corixidae.


We were called back into the house to have tea, which in those wartime years of tight rationing would have been no more than a glass of milk and a slice of bread and dripping, plus, if you were very lucky indeed, a couple of plain biscuits. I imagine my brother and sister had memories of normal family food, pre-war, and longed for it. But I had known no different, and was perfectly content.


Meanwhile, Nanny was busy upstairs with the suitcases, and I ran up to see how she was getting on. As the cases were emptied she was taking them up to the loft to store them away. I stood at the top of the stairs and watched her as she climbed up the fold-down ladder and squeezed through the trapdoor.


Once she was up in the loft Nanny had managed to forget to walk only on the cross-beams, and she had put one foot down on to the plasterboard ceiling. That collapsed, of course, and – well – the picture is forever frozen in my mind: Nanny’s leg sticking through a hole in the ceiling. A skirt pushed up. A stocking top. A plump, bare thigh. A glimpse of knickers. Altogether an astounding sight. I was spellbound. Surely, surely, just three years old, I couldn’t have found it erotic? But the guilty thing is that I think I did. Scarcely credible, I know, but I know that I did.


We five settled into the house, and all was happy and calm and pleasant. As the months went on, Nanny gave me lessons every morning – reading from a picture book, simple arithmetic, forming up of letters. My mother sang as she busied herself at the kitchen sink, her voice, as always, a thin, affected parody of Gertrude Lawrence, who I later discovered was her idea of sophisticated perfection. Wendy would bustle off every morning to a little day school at the other end of the village, girls only, owned and run by a stern lady of advanced years, who dressed and carried herself like an Edwardian Queen Mary. David walked up the hill to a local day school too, grey blazer, grey shorts, his satchel in his hand, his dark and light blue striped cap pulled down over his ears.


The difference in my mother now that we were settled in our own home must have been stark. Much credit to Nanny, really, rather than her, but the house was organised, we children were busy, and my mother was singing. The five of us made a comfortable group together. We were properly housed now, the ceaseless travelling was over, life was ordered, and we were peaceful and content. All was well. My father was away in the army, and I was secure within what was to me our happy nuclear family group.


I knew of nothing else, of course, but life, which for me was the war, seemed to be the greatest of fun. Crowborough lay on the flight path of enemy planes to London, and I could lie on my back in the garden and watch sporadic fighting up in the sky. Fighter planes ducking around each other, chasing each other, puffs of smoke. And, occasionally, the burst of an explosion, and then perhaps a solitary parachute – a beautiful thing, silent, floating, calm and gentle, in extraordinary contrast to the preceding violence.


There was a moment when violence crossed my path rather too close for comfort, although I didn’t at all realise that at the time. I was with my sister in the fields opposite our house in the summer of, I think, 1943, when I would have been just four. Wendy was holding my hand and walking me along a path. As she reached out to open a gate we could first hear and then see a fighter plane heading straight for us, and flying very low indeed. It was German.


My sister grabbed me and pushed me – hurled me – into the brambles by the gate. They were firing at us, but in a moment the plane had flashed past overhead, over the hill and away. I extricated myself from the brambles, screaming and weeping and shouting at Wendy that I would tell on her to Mum. It was a little tough on the poor girl. She knew that German fighter planes on their way home had a habit of firing off their last spare rounds at anything that struck their fancy; Crowborough, being on their route, had experienced this before.


Some months later a German plane crashed to the ground just on the outskirts of the village. We hadn’t seen it come down as it had been in the night, but the word soon spread, and Nanny and I rushed off to where the postman, Nanny’s young admirer, told her it was.


A small crowd was already gathering by the time we got there, and although three or four policemen were holding everyone back they allowed us close enough to look into the smashed and mangled cockpit. Nanny pushed me through people’s legs so that I was at the front. I had hoped to see a dead German pilot, as I am sure we all did, but the body had already been taken away.


The pilot’s parachute, however, was still there in the cockpit, caught up and torn and entangled, but intact. One of the policemen pulled it out, and started to cut it into sections to share amongst the onlookers. Parachute silk was highly prized in those days of clothes rationing. The sections he cut for us all were generous, as an entire parachute represents a considerable square footage of silk.


I went up to claim our piece, and we took it home to my mother. She divided the silk into three, and shared it between Wendy, Nanny and herself, with the intention that each should make themselves something with it – a petticoat, perhaps, or a blouse or scarf.


And all this time my poor brother was sheltering under the piano. The piano, a baby grand, was never used as an instrument, as it was never tuned and anyway no one could play it, but it fitted, just about, in our front room. It had been bought from a junk shop in Tunbridge Wells. To own a piano was part of the minutiae of a family’s social ascent, and my mother kept it polished to the highest of sheens.


David, later in his life an SAS tough, and then some, was the frailest of little boys. He was undersized and perpetually ill – scarlet fever, rheumatic fever, indestructible nettle rash, a brush with polio. He only gathered full robustness, both physically and mentally, when he was perhaps eleven or twelve. In these final couple of years of the war he was nine or ten, and the clamour and aggression of the aerial combat above us terrified him. Whereas I, so much younger, would sit in the garden happily – more than happily – gazing up into the sky to watch the planes fight, and later in the war to watch the flying bombs, the doodlebugs, as they chugged over us to London, poor David was frightened by it all to the point of trauma. So, when it all got too much to bear, he took his blanket and his pillow, made his camp under the piano and refused to emerge.


He was there for weeks. My mother couldn’t get him out, and even Nanny, whom he loved, couldn’t get him out. It must have been my sister Wendy who did. Theirs was a very strong sibling bond, and it stayed with them all their lives. They were very, very close. I think it must have been her.


One incentive that may have been offered to him was that we would all go by bus to Tunbridge Wells, to visit the travelling fair. We always enjoyed a bus ride. This not least because Nanny had read somewhere in her magazines that Germans were infiltrating their spies into the country by dressing them as nuns, and that they could be identified by their hairy legs, most easily glimpsed on places like buses, as they climbed the steep and winding staircases up to the top deck. That always gave us something to do, and anyway none of us had been to a fair before.


My memory, however, is that I thoroughly disliked the whole event. I went down the helter-skelter on a mat and landed on the base of my spine. I then went on the bumper cars, with Nanny as my passenger, and steered drunkenly around while Nanny screamed. Someone rammed our rear, I was thrown forward, and I cut my chin on an exposed metal rim of the dashboard. I have never been able to stand bumper cars or indeed anything else about fairs ever since.


Afterwards we went to have lunch at the nearby British Restaurant. British Restaurants were a national facility of some thousands of communal kitchens, set up at the beginning of the war by the Ministry of Food to make inexpensive meals available for all. They were truly a national treasure, and I loved going there, and so I am sure did everyone else. I have a memory of the wonderful wartime cheeriness of it all. Nanny thought having lunch at the British Restaurant was a real tonic, as she put it. And so it was.


The entrance passage to the restaurant was curved between high mounds of sandbags, this to provide protection against bomb blast. Once we were through we were in a large dining hall, which I imagine in peacetime was a church hall, or an assembly room, or something of that kind. The room was noisy and happy and steamy, with rows of women standing behind tables, their hair tied up in knotted turbans. They were chatting away, laughing together, dishing up simple and pleasant hot food. No second helpings were allowed, but there were generous first, and always an additional illicit spoonful on the plate for a child. And – delicious – to follow was a bowl of steamed pudding, poured over with golden syrup. Wonderful.


I recall looking across the table at my mother that day, as I finished the pudding and pushed my plate aside. Her face is so pretty, I thought. My mum is so pretty. And so she was, at least in my eyes. But when I see photographs now of her at that time I find it difficult to justify her prettiness to anyone looking at them too.


She was in her late thirties at this point. She was of medium height and medium build, brown hair in a simple cut, blue-eyed, full-cheeked, perhaps a little jowly – actually, I suppose she looked much like everyone else in the British Restaurant that day, particularly the dinner ladies, as my mother’s hair was tied up in a turban just as theirs was.


But there was prettiness in her, and I think now it must have come through her smile, which was delightful. At least it was delightful to me. The smile of her mouth itself, the wrinkling up of her eyes, the sheer happy, lovely good humour of it.


It was the warmest of smiles really, and it brought out what was always for me her most positive feature, within a personality that contained a whole mass of balancing faults. It was this. My mother was very good at familial love. To me, as a young child, that was everything. She was never angry, and she was never critical. She was tactile, and she was warm, and she sang, and she hugged. She planted sudden impulsive kisses on the back of one’s neck. You were told that you were delicious. She was quick and impulsive with endearments.


Trivial and momentarily indulgent as all this most certainly was, I loved it. No doubt partly, or perhaps primarily, because of my father’s aggressive, endless disdain for me, I loved it. And I loved her.


Some would say – and my brother certainly did say, for he claimed to have actively despised her – that my mother’s life had been at best mediocre. Vapid even, her decently intelligent mind – and it was indeed that – left negligently undeveloped in a silly and trivial world of deep philistinism. Her laziness. The anxiety she had over the precariousness of her and my father’s class status. Her prejudices – her casual anti-Semitism, and her mindless racism. Her minute calibration of where other people stood on the ‘commonness’ scale. Yes – some, and perhaps most of that is true. But she gave consistent love, and she gave consistent loyalty, and those are two pretty essential attributes both in a mother and in a wife.


No more profound loyalty to her husband could have been expressed than by her driving us around the country to be in present support of him in the early years of the war, before we settled in Crowborough. But eventually my mother seems to have totally broken up under the formlessness of that life. Rather than my father, it was she who succumbed to what sounds to me to have been the full-blown mental breakdown that I mentioned earlier. And then she, in a neat reversal of roles, was rescued by Nanny, and by Nanny’s mother. And in that way, of course, Nanny and her mother rescued the rest of us too.


Nanny’s mother, the widow of a treasured servant in the country house near Oxford of an aristocratic family, had moved to spend her last years in a tiny terraced house in Oxford’s Jericho, which the family had bought for her. It was to this house that Nanny took us all, while my mother declined into her breakdown. I am told that Nanny’s mother was a lovely fat old lady, and that she bounced me on her knee, and made me laugh, and gave me kippers for my tea.


We stayed there for at least six months, perhaps rather longer, and my sister told me in later years that it had been a particularly happy period for all of us, appallingly cramped up together though we must have been. And then, as time passed, my mother was able to gather her strength again. She steadied up. She abandoned any idea of further travelling, and rented a basement flat in Tunbridge Wells for a month or two, once more to be within my father’s reach, now at his staff college in Kent, and there we went. And then she bought the house in Crowborough.


Nanny remained with us for another four or five years, until a little after the end of the war. In all the years she was with us she was absolutely at the epicentre of our family. My mother totally depended on her. My father, when he returned to the family in 1945 on his army demobilisation, was jealous of her, and showed it. We three children adored her, cherished her, for her perpetual good humour, and her kindness, and her efficiency, and her sense of fun, and, perhaps, given everything, her sheer dependability.


And of all of us it was probably my brother who cherished her most. Nanny had nursed him through all his periods of illness as a young child with a devotion and purpose in which my mother, he believed, had failed him. In his version of events, my mother had as good as abandoned him. I don’t know if this is true or not. Knowing my mother as I did, I doubt it. But whether true or false, that construction of her dominated David’s thinking of my mother for the rest of his life. Strictly true or not, it was strictly true to him. He would never let it go.


After she left, Nanny was to remain nearby for a period, in her new position as housekeeper to an elderly retired colonial couple in a large house at the other and more substantial end of Crowborough. David once told me that there were some considerable back wages owed to Nanny. I don’t know if that was the case, however it was clear that she thought my mother and father were in financial straits, and she was probably right in that. They usually were. Our house was very small, and, as I well remember, and hated, my parents used to bicker noisily about money in the kitchen late into the evening and I suppose Nanny had overheard them.


My mother and father never kept in touch with Nanny after she had gone, and they never saw her again. And nor did Wendy or David, which in my brother’s case I found rather surprising. But I did, though many, many years later. She had seen my name in a newspaper and wrote me a little letter, wishing me well. The letter was sent from her late mother’s Jericho address, so I drove down to Oxford to see her, and subsequently a few times more. She was by then a very old lady indeed, fragile, totally sweet-natured, and possessed of a dogged and literal devotion to a version of Jesus so simplistic that it might have been straight out of a child’s picture book.


A few months later, after my last visit, I had a call from the Social Services in Oxford to say that Nanny had died. It seemed that she had left my name with them. I went to her burial. I was the only person there.




CHAPTER 3


Crowborough is situated in the Weald, on the edge of the heathland of Ashdown Forest, thirty-five miles or so south of London. It stands on a hill, fully 800 feet above sea level, and it was marketed in the early years of the twentieth century as a health spa. Thus several substantial residential hotels became established in the village between the wars, acting predominantly as places of comfortable retirement for mostly ex-colonial people. In the days when our family lived there, Crowborough had a flavour wholly in keeping with that. Such were the members that the golf club could have been a planters’ club in the foothills of India’s Nilgiri Hills, and the little tennis club even more so, where you helped yourself to Rose’s Lime Juice on the veranda after a sporting mixed doubles on the rough and ready grass courts.


There are some pretty villages around that part of the Sussex and Kent borders, but Crowborough was never one of them. It had developed in an eclectic sort of muddle from the early nineteenth century onwards. The ugly little artisan houses in the valley to the east had straggled untidily up the hill to meet at its crest one or two quite decent Edwardian villas, and a plug-ugly Anglican church built up there in the late eighteenth century by the local benefactor, Sir Henry Fermor. The church stands beside the village green, off which in our time unassuming and sleepy roads meandered around lightly built residential areas of sturdy houses for the middle classes. These were of no architectural interest or cohesion whatsoever, but pleasant enough, and the sprawling gardens, where the children of my childhood played, were characterised by wheelbarrows and bonfires and rhododendrons and neat beds of standard roses.


The Crowborough of our day was a clean, ordered, quiet, unpretentious sort of place, and it had what its residents needed. The village wandered in its anonymous way over quite a substantial area, but the population was only then two or three thousand at the most, so as one walked along the high street faces were familiar, and names were known, and people smiled and nodded at each other in greeting. Crowborough had become a place for quiet retirement and quiet family life, and within these constraints it did very well.


Our house lay halfway down a rough and unfinished road – Mill Drive – which was there to access the nine houses that faced on to it. There never was a mill, and nor was this really a drive, more of a cul-de-sac, but the development was a pleasant enough place to be, and it was perhaps one rung up on the ladder from what would have been expected of us as a family.
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