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Introduction

My Class

‘When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’ That was my father’s riddle as he delved and dug every afternoon in the garden or in the next-door allotment at Cob Cottage. ‘Tell us, tell us!’ Josephine and I pleaded, jumping up and down in irritation, trying every answer we could think of. Was it like ‘Constantinople is a very long word: spell it’? Was it like ‘I saw Esau sitting on a see-saw, how many S’s in that?’ What sort of a riddle was it? My father would smile cryptically as he drove his spade into the heavy Suffolk soil and say that one day we would work it out for ourselves, and when we did, we would understand many things. That made the words magic, a spell to reveal the tree of knowledge.

Those Peasants’ Revolt words are wrapped up in my memory with two ceremonial swords with gilded hilts, the pommels wound round in faded golden threads. My father had plunged them deep into the earth, their tarnished silver blades only just poking above the ground. I have no idea how he came by them, certainly not from his own wartime military career. You can have one each, he said. When you are strong enough to pull them out, then you’ll be old enough to have them. We tugged and pulled but couldn’t loosen them.

Not long afterwards Josephine told me she had the answer to the riddle, but she wasn’t telling me, ever. I was too young and stupid to understand and I probably never would. I begged and offered her anything I could think of, including my pocket money, but she just smirked like a ginger cat. I kicked her and she let fly her fists. I cried as I always did and she sneered ‘Cry-baby!’ as she always did. That same afternoon we wiggled and yanked and pulled and tugged the Arthurian swords out of the ground. Still quarrelling over her refusal to tell me, we lifted those heavy weapons with both hands and clashed them over and again until somehow, suddenly, blood gushed from her ankle, her Achilles heel: I was the one that screamed, not her. She dropped her sword and ran, leaving a trail of bloody drops while I ran after her shouting out that I’d killed her. But she didn’t run for help; that was not her way. She plunged under a huge upturned wooden vat my father used for stamping out his pungent experimental wines, pulling it down on top of her in the middle of the grass. I thumped on the tub, implored her to come out, said I’d never ever annoy her in any way again if she would come out and not die, but she groaned louder and louder. ‘Go away! I’m going to bleed and suffocate and it’s your fault! Let me die in peace!’ she said, and I rushed for help.

The cut wasn’t mortal, not even worth a stitch, and a simple sticking plaster stopped the bleeding, but she always had that small white scar on her ankle just above her heel, my scar, another harm I’d done her. She never told me the answer to the riddle, though I did find out a while later. I asked my philosopher stepfather first, but he never gave a straight answer to any question. ‘It all depends what you mean by…’ When my mother finally explained that it was about social class, about a time long ago when people were equal with no aristocrats, I felt cheated. It wasn’t a proper riddle at all, not one you could tell in the playground. It was a shaggy dog riddle. Neither Adam nor Eve? No one? What kind of an answer was that?

The question of who delved and why was embedded deep in my family’s thoughts, for as many generations as I know about. Liberal ancestors agonized over the excruciating moral embarrassments of social class. My father would wag his finger and say people will look back on us with horror, just as we look back on feudal serfdom and slavery. He was unwavering in his trust in the inevitability of social progress, though so often outraged at its frequent backsliding. People in the future (if there is one, if we are not annihilated by the bomb or environmental catastrophe) will be shocked at how we live now while half the world starves, he said, as he set out to turn his family home into a (would-be) self-sufficient agricultural commune, with (would-be) sharing of wealth and income among all communards. People in the future won’t be able to imagine our moral state of mind, he said. They won’t comprehend the hypocrisy of people like us.

Everyone is class-conscious in their own way, but the liberal and left-wing middle classes writhe in the particular contortions of their own moral inadequacy. Though it is, I suppose, no different to the double-think of generations of comfortably-off occupiers of the front pews in church who were warned that they could no more reach heaven than a camel can squeeze through the eye of a needle. If they genuinely believed only the meek and the poor at the back of the church would inherit the kingdom of God, wouldn’t they have lived differently? There are many ways of accommodating contrary beliefs and the cognitive dissonance of failing to live up to the beliefs we profess.

To the left-wing middle classes, how the charge of hypocrisy cuts to the quick. With great glee, enemies on the right spit at ‘champagne socialists’ – David Cameron hurled that one at Ed Miliband across the floor of the House of Commons. How easy for the right who can bathe in champagne without qualms because life on their moral low ground is easy on the conscience. The hard truth is that those of any politics or faith who claim concern for others are faced with the shaming incompatibility between life and belief, unless they take the Mahatma Gandhi way of loin cloth and self-denial. No political movement can be built on the expectation of a society of saints, but the moral contortions spring from searching for some liveable ground somewhere between Gandhi and hypocrisy.

I started writing this book after making a series for Radio 4 in 2011 called The Class Ceiling, when the producer asked me to include something about my own experience of social class. I clammed up. Of course I would have leapt at self-exposure with pride if I’d had some satisfying pulled-up-by-my-own-bootstraps-from-tough-council-estate story to tell. Lock-jawed, I couldn’t think where to begin. Must I? It was a fair enough question. I set out to make these programmes on social class keen to ask as many people as possible how they felt. Facts, figures and statistics about Britain’s rigid social immobility are revealing, but more powerful still is how people feel about their background and how social divides affect their own lives and attitudes. Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb’s fine book written in 1970s America, The Hidden Injuries of Class, says it all: class hurts, deeply and emotionally, not merely economically. So while making the programmes I started a habit of asking everyone I met for stories about their experiences of class: I asked the experts, the academics, pollsters, politicians and sociologists, alongside friends, people in the street and anyone I came across. Could they remember an event when they had bumped up against class barriers, either feeling not classy enough or too embarrassingly posh, put upon, put down or mocked on account of their origins, occupation or status? Everyone, it turned out, has strong stories to tell of themselves or their family. If they rose in the world from humble roots, they are full of guilt about family, neighbourhoods and school friends socially left behind. Those, like myself, born into the middle classes, have their own shame and anxiety too. Social mobility, which every politician advocates, means many people rising up and falling down, which is rarely without emotional cost. But a world more equal would be a world less painful too. Literature is rich with social class agony, none more poignant than in Great Expectations when the newly enriched Pip treats gentle Joe Gargery shamefully on the blacksmith’s visit to his elegant London chambers, leaving the fine old son of toil awkwardly uncertain what to do with his hat. Most writers are absorbed by the pain of social class, its gin traps and its barbed wire boundaries.

The Clapham omnibus was too difficult for radio interviews, so I went instead to Clapham Common, my home for forty years, where I talked to a group of elderly working class men, drinking tea from thermoses by the boating pond. Yes, they had tales to tell of being snubbed, quite often. In the old days it was ‘Use the tradesmen’s entrance’, that kind of insult. These days it was only a little more subtle, people identifying them by class with just a first glance. Or worse, they talked of school opportunities missed and regretted because staying on was not an option, intelligence wasted in jobs that didn’t require their brain. When I asked the chic young mothers drinking lattes at the café by the Clapham Common bandstand they had other mortifications to tell, toe-curling moments of sudden shame at culture clashes over their children across the class divide. At other people’s houses what should they say if their children were exposed to the wrong television programmes, wrong video games, wrong food, and how could you say to a mother of a different/lower social class, I don’t want my child to watch, eat or play with the same things as your children? These women were not suffering any social injuries, just blush-making awkwardnesses.

Outside Asda in the Isle of Dogs, looking up at the great glass palaces of the new world of Canary Wharf finance, so near and yet a planet away from the unrewarded East End where we stood, I interviewed a welder who talked indignantly of sitting with his children in his work clothes in a first class train carriage, when an upper class-sounding man summoned the guard to check his absolutely correct first class tickets. His son later did well and went to Oxford University, he boasted.

Professor John Goldthorpe of Oxford, the distinguished expert on class and social mobility, who keeps his Yorkshire accent despite a lifetime in upper academe, told of the letter he had received from an Oxford college after passing the exam to get in: ‘It said, “We need you to come to interview to check you are appropriate in dress and manners.” I sent a rude reply,’ he recalls. He went elsewhere and keeps the framed letter in his bathroom. Maybe it helped propel him on his life’s research. Deborah Mattinson, a pollster and social researcher into class, recalled arriving at university from a working class background and being stumped by what to do with an avocado. Andy Burnham, Labour politician, Manchester’s first elected mayor, man of impeccable working class origin, talks of the awfulness of arriving for a date with a posh girl at Oxford for ‘dinner’ at lunchtime instead of in the evening.

Writing in 1941 in his great essay on patriotism, ‘The Lion and the Unicorn’, George Orwell thought the war effort was being imperilled by England’s shameful state as ‘the most class-ridden country under the sun’. Five Etonian prime ministers later – Eden, Macmillan, Douglas-Home, Cameron and Johnson – England keeps a firm grip on that undesirable top ranking.

So, said the producer, wasn’t it only reasonable that I should say something or other about my own class background? But what? I have travelled nowhere, not made my own way in the world, staying socially more or less where I was born. As far as I can tell, stretching far back into the past, my father’s family and his father’s and grandfather’s family, and those before them remained remarkably socially static, writers, teachers, professors, civil servants. Certainly, I can find not one drop of working class blood – though the history of wives is usually ignored and lost. Nor do these people come from any particular place, this peripatetic rootless class of professionals who were roundly abused by Theresa May as ‘people from nowhere’. Yes, that’s who we are. In the olden days this was the clerk class, indeterminate, dressed in black, holding a quill, doing quite well in a quiet way, not landed but educated, footloose to follow professions. The peculiar name Toynbee is found in Danelaw lands, invaders and settlers up the Lincolnshire coast, where Norse names end in -by and -bee. ‘Over with Canute, don’cha know?’ my father would mock, trumping the upper class pretensions of those who claimed they came over with William the Conqueror. Nonsense of course, but that was exactly his point. Few of us truly come from anywhere. I talk about the male line, my father and his father and his father’s father – but that’s only half the picture. My great-grandfather, the Australian-born classical scholar Gilbert Murray, unexpectedly married into a branch of the aristocracy, so when I firmly describe us with the portmanteau expression ‘middle class’, sometimes that ought to include the borderlands of ‘upper middle class’ and ‘aristocracy’. But once we plunge into those quicksands of disputed class gradations, we risk losing the main thread.

Idiosyncrasies and oddities invade every family tree, defeating every attempt to shoehorn ancestry into a coherent pattern. My mother’s father George, as we shall see, was a perplexing mystery, origins and birth unknown, propelled into the upper class by some benefactor, but once arrived there, left penniless to sink or marry money. Once you look at the gigantic size of anyone’s family tree within a couple of generations, you can see how absurdly people have to pick a dainty path through thickets of forebears to claim any one particular origin: any selected bloodline of ancestors dilutes in a generation or two to less than a thimbleful, less than a little toe.

I hunted hard for any redeeming twig of a working class branch of my family tree, without success. Not a shadow of a distant root emerges from good working class earth. That’s a ridiculous middle class habit, trying to justify itself by proving working class origins. I enjoy a 2021 piece of research from the London School of Economics (LSE) that shows how many of the indisputably middle class these days lay spurious claim to being working class. An astonishing 47 per cent of all those in professional and managerial jobs actually call themselves working class. Even a full quarter of those who have middle class parents still claim working class authenticity by reaching back to grandparents and even to great-grandparents. I understand the urge, but it’s ludicrous. (My wise daughter interjects here: am I being unfair? If we had working class grandparents, wouldn’t our lives and attitudes and self-confidence be subtly different? She may be right.) The search for these origin stories springs, the LSE researchers suggest, from the need to prove their own merit, to assert that we do really live in a meritocracy, against all the evidence. To show they made it to their present status by their own effort and talent alone, they need to believe they earned it. US political philosopher Michael Sandel’s book The Tyranny of Merit explodes these self-delusions. Most of us acorns don’t fall far from the trees we come from. If I can’t find a shred of working class credibility to boast about, I have to assume, from the way I stayed exactly within my own social class, that had I been born into a family with no advantages, I would probably have stayed there too, equally static.

But I digress, avoiding the question. How do I feel about social class? That’s what this book is about. I can make myself blush all over at embarrassing scenes remembered. All my family, my father, my mother, my sister, my brothers, my stepfather, my late husband, my present partner and my children too, tussle with questions of class. Those who claim to be resolutely immune are either crassly in sensitive to their own privilege or from their own niche, high or lowly, they live in some insulated social zone where they rarely glimpse beyond their own kind, except on television.

The fashionable – and politically convenient – view is that ‘we’re all middle class now’, apart perhaps from the feral underclass of Daily Mail nightmares. Class is old hat. The useful political myth declares class is dead. Downton Abbey deference is no more and look how often vocal differences among the young meld into universal estuary and mockney accents. Classlessness may be modern and hip – yet that affectation is no more than an unsuccessful disguise of the extent to which birth determines destiny more, not less, than it did fifty years ago. Never mind irrelevant Hyacinth Bucket and Nancy Mitford wars over the niceties of napkins versus serviettes; in everything that matters class holds sway more, not less than it did and that needs saying loudly and often. Things are going backwards. That’s why it matters.

The dangerous tendency now is to replace class with other identities – ethnicity in all its variations, gender, transgender, sexual orientation or religion. I realize that, in describing previous eras, this is a very white book about white people. Other identities have other stories, but class still stands out as the overarching determinant of most lives, an identity everyone is born with, and too few escape. Platitudinous politicians talk only of upward mobility: the truth the middle class knows and fears is that for some to rise up the ladder, others must slip down it. But not our children.

Look, I have skated away again from the personal. Pondering the difficulty of describing my liberal family’s intense convolutions about class, I agreed with my producer to give a modest nod to acknowledge my middle class background – not that Radio 4 listeners could have missed the unmistakable inflections of my voice. So I said, ‘I come from a family of writers and academics, we had every advantage – and it was dinned into us how lucky we were compared with some children I played with. But what if I hadn’t grown up surrounded by books and parents who talked to me about everything, how do I know if I’d ever have made it into journalism?’ I don’t – and never will. Secretly, I think how admirable and enviable are those who have risen from hardship, without privileges, through sheer talent and determination into a job like mine. But how rare too. The Guardian also writhes with discomfort at figures showing how private school and Oxbridge educated its staff have been – like so much of broadcasting, the press and the most desirable jobs. It has taken conscious effort to hire a more diverse younger generation.

In the office at the Guardian I discover that the mother of the leader writer I sit next to went to school with me, both at Kensington High School, a private primary school, and together again in the sixth form of Holland Park comprehensive. Where you come from matters a lot less than what you stand for, I hear some say, with some justification. It’s not which side of the tracks you were born on, but whose side you fight for that counts: I hold onto that thought but I also partly doubt it. Collectively, it still looks bad for newspapers, the broadcasters and all the other commanding heights of privileged jobs that are effortlessly occupied by we silver-spooners. When I started writing this book, Alan Milburn’s final report for the Social Mobility Commission reported that the private school educated make up 54 per cent of leading journalists and medics, 55 per cent of partners in top law firms, 68 per cent of barristers and 70 per cent of judges, with a far higher proportion than that drawn from Oxbridge. In the legal profession, the numbers of privately educated are actually on the increase again, a warning that in these tough times, as competition gets harsher for fewer good jobs, the proportion of the sharpest elbowed, the most intensely tutored, crammed and bred for success may well rise, not fall. Progress has gone into reverse in my lifetime.

The story of social class since the Second World War has followed the story of British politics. A reasonably steady progressive consensus secured upward mobility and an expanding white collar middle class. I was taught social history in the 1960s as we lived and perceived it in the post-war decades: it was taught as an ineluctable onward march from factory acts and trade union rights to the universal franchise, the welfare state and universal free education, including expanding universities. From the start of the twentieth century, incomes became more equal while income tax and inheritance tax chipped away at Victorian levels of inequality. In the mid-1970s Britain reached its most equal era with its highest levels of social mobility. Why wouldn’t that social democratic improvement continue forever onward under the flag of Fabian gradualism? But then came the 1980s, when everything went into reverse, when incomes shot off in opposite directions. Accelerating poverty and soaring wealth have stayed relatively unchecked ever since. My father died in 1981 at the age of sixty-five, steaming with anger both at Margaret Thatcher and at me for joining the Social Democratic Party that year, splitting from Labour and, in his view, making her continued victory the more certain. (That historic argument has never been resolved.)

Britain’s social story since the 1980s can be told in numbers and statistics, slice it any way you like. The top 10 per cent gained greatly, the top 1 per cent insanely, while, especially since the turn of the millennium, the middle stagnated and the bottom half fell back. That means the habit of measuring national wealth by GDP as if it were per capita is meaningless for the majority of people who saw very little increase in their own living standards, while hearing that the country was apparently motoring ahead. Almost all of that growth of the last fifteen years was gobbled up by the top tenth, so an ‘average’ figure for growth is useless in a country as unequal as ours. Statisticians may be satisfied with national numbers that express GDP growth as if the spoils were fairly shared, but in such an unequal country, never accept an average. Average out the living standards or the GDP of Good King Wenceslas and the poor man underneath the mountain, and by statistical magic the poor man is doing just fine. The turmoil of the last decade that delivered the great Brexit cultural division and the Red Wall of ‘left behind’ northern towns turning blue in Boris Johnson’s 2019 landslide general election springs in part from the simmering disruptions of Thatcher’s heedless de-industrializations and forty years of those consequences.

In one way or another I have spent most of my working life chronicling social change or, in recent years, social stagnation, reporting and writing about it in newspapers, broadcasting and books. I inherit my parents’ indignation at the wrongness of things, personal guilt over privilege and an obligation never to forget it. But it is not as easy to be good as it is to imagine what a good society might look like. This raw awareness of undeserved good fortune was in my parents’ marrow, though mercifully they didn’t express it with solemn Quakerish puritanism but with a measure of rueful self-mockery at the impossible difference between how we live and how we think society should be. Delight in life’s pleasures was blended with an awkward guilt, a hallmark of my father’s writing. My older sister was more tortured and struggled harder than I to correct the distortions and convolutions of our lives. I was indignant but, if I’m honest, not truly tormented, not tormented enough or I would have lived differently. But I do feel lucky and so do my children, the luck every human has from haphazard randomness of birth. ‘Aren’t we lucky’ is what we keep saying when enjoying life, and I have so enjoyed myself.

* * *

No family story is simple. No family history can be boiled down to class, though class is at the heart of the way everyone describes the history of their antecedents and their origins. But stirred in with social context, in my family as in every other on earth, there is a rich mix of the nuts and raisins of odd characters and illogical passions. Anyone looking at mine through a Freudian lens would ask what might my father have been like had he not had a fiendish mother? Might he have been a happier man, and less wracked by cycles of sin and guilt? He was a romantic by nature who believed that romantic agony is the price to be paid by artists, writers and truth-seekers. If he had not suffered the deep wound inflicted by his mother, a believer in the idea of romantic agony might wonder if he would have had the spur to make him the clever, comic, self-knowing writer and good companion he was. At the end, in the grip of severe clinical depression, the agony overwhelmed everything else. So, inevitably this is a story of inherited anguish and of alcoholism passed through the generations, as well as a tale about the angst of the middle class left.

Spare us from the fate of being remembered only through the eyes of our children. Children are grasping creatures, by nature programmed to require just one thing of their parents – that they devote themselves unstintingly to the wellbeing of their offspring, and nothing much else. Parents’ independent state of being is beside the point to children. It has been the fate of too many interesting people of every kind to be remembered only by their grumbling offspring. Did Edmund Gosse’s recollections of his abominable father begin the child-as-victim autobiography? Or did the fashion start with the misery memoirs by the daughters of Joan Crawford and Bette Davis about their alcoholic mothers? There followed a succession of family revenge sagas, no doubt justified by aggrieved children of the famous with neglectful or abusive childhoods. But being an unsatisfactory parent or a bad spouse is only one aspect of a human life, not enough to blot out every other talent or attribute. I don’t know if, say, Louis Pasteur or Marie Curie were good parents, but it would be the less important or interesting facet of their lives. Sex has overwhelmed the biographies of many, remembered more for their bedrooms than the workrooms that were the reason why we should care about them at all. Ill treatment of their wives is no reason to stop reading Tolstoy or Dickens. Sometimes children’s recorded resentments of their parents overshadow everything else: Philip Larkin gave everyone permission. I bear no grudge against my parents or my upbringing, complicated and disrupted though it was: on the contrary, I always felt fortunate.

My father, however, was entirely justified in his sense of the damage his poisonous mother Rosalind had done him. To a lesser extent he blamed his father Arnold’s inadequacy, for the harm they both did him. But blame is never that simple. Rosalind’s own upbringing may have harmed her, with a domineering and chilly mother in Mary Murray. But was that altogether Mary’s fault? Her mother, the Countess of Carlisle, was far worse, a famously radical but terrifying tyrant, ending up at war with all her eleven children. So where did it all begin? Deuteronomy says the sins of the fathers – and in my father’s family the sins of the mothers – are visited on the children and the grandchildren even unto the third and fourth generation. My family have a long generational habit of writing, so plentiful evidence abounds. They all leave trails of book after book, and what I write here is in part a book about their books.

This is a back-to-front way to tell my family’s story. Everyone has two stories: a personal, psychological, emotional family tale to tell, but also a social setting, tracing histories that travel up and down the social scale. Beyond the personal, this book is a particular history of a liberal heritage, generations of lives lived on the left, mostly struggling to be good but inevitably never being good enough. For as far as I can reach back to uncover, on all sides of the family, of Toynbees and Murrays and Howards, here is an assembly of the old liberal world of social reformers, concerned philanthropists, good internationalists, communists, socialists, liberals and social democrats. In each generation they are always in the minority and forever locked in combat with the perpetual old enemy, the forces of conservatism. To live on the left side is to live with inevitable hypocrisy and painful self-awareness, with good intentions forever destined to fall short of ideals, social concern never enough. And there are, of course, those admirable few who genuinely do live their ideals, and put the rest of us to shame.

Liberal/left idealism doesn’t, it seems, make for contentment. In a conversation with economist and psychologist Daniel Kahneman, he told me research shows how much less happy are those on the left: in the US, Republicans have always far outscored Democrats on the happiness scale. You can see why there is not an abundance of happiness to be had from all that seething outrage at social injustice, anger at governments that protect the interests of the rich and confused despair at the incomprehensible inertia of the masses who inexplicably fail to rise up against their oppressors, despite our indefatigable urgings. Life on the left is a destiny of indignation, illusion and disillusion. As I hunt back through my family’s life and times, from liberal grandees to earnest academics, from passionate communists to my own duller social democratic endeavours, looking back at the liberal/left life of the last 150 years my family has faced a long chain of inherited disappointments. To be sure there has been progress, but the steady two steps forward, one step back has often felt like two steps back. For most of the time covered in these stories, certainly for most of my lifetime, the right has been complacently triumphant, a Conservative Cheshire Cat beaming down on us from the high branches of power. Oh for the contentment of conservatism! The uncomplicated class confidence of the Conservative life, unwracked by who you are, unashamed by birth privilege, certain that merit has propelled them to the top and just as certain their children will merit their inheritances. Life untouched by social guilt must be easeful, while the contradictions of the lives of the middle class left are, of course, excruciating – and often inherently comic.
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1

What Children Know

CHILDREN KNOW. THEY breathe it in early, for there’s no unknowing the difference between nannies, cleaners, below stairs people and the family upstairs. Children are the go-betweens, one foot in each world, and yet they know very well from the earliest age where they belong, where their destiny lies or, to put it crudely, who pays whom. From a young age their loyalties are torn, betrayal of both inevitable, colluding in complaints with gossip passing each way, upstairs and down. Every autobiography, every story about middle class childhood is riddled with guilt, complicity and awareness. Love that nanny, au pair, housekeeper or any paid employee – but never forever. Never equally. Tiny hands are steeped young in the essence of class and caste.

In their first view from the pushchair, they know as ineffably as they know about male and female how others compare, who fits, who’s the same, who’s different. No one need speak a word. Good liberal parents will strain every nerve to deny it’s there, to blank it out and protect their offspring from the awkward truth of their lucky lives, but the harder they pretend, the more a child sees and knows. In nursery school, in reception they see the Harry Potter sorting hat at work. They know. And all through school those fine gradations grow clearer, more precise, more consciously knowing, more shaming, more frightening. Good liberal parents teach their children to check their privilege – useful modern phrase – but it swells up like a bubo on the nose. There’s no hiding it.

Maureen

I can summon up the childhood shame at class embarrassments. Aged seven like me, Maureen, with her hair pinned sideways in a pink slide, lived in a pebble-dashed council house in the Lindsey Tye, the small row by the water tower. They lived at the other end of Lindsey, more hamlet than village, half a mile down the road from my father’s pink thatched cottage set in the flat prairie lands of Suffolk. I envied Maureen for what looked to me like a cheerful large family tumbling noisily in and out of their ever-open front door. They never asked me in, so I would hang about the door waiting for Maureen to come out and play.

I thought they were the Family from One End Street, the Ruggleses from Eve Garnett’s children’s book. In that classic 1930s story, Mr Ruggles was a dustman, Mrs Ruggles was a washerwoman, and Lily Rose their eldest looked out for their other six children, including the twins and baby William. It was a groundbreaking book at the time, seen as radical, these stories of everyday working class life, though it was read, I imagine, mostly by children like me envying the daily scrapes and the scraping up of pennies for an annual family treat.
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Polly, aged seven

Maureen (whose name wasn’t Ruggles) and I played fairies in the corn fields, crept about scaring each other in St Peter’s churchyard next door, water-divined in the ditches with hazel switches, drew hopscotch squares on the road and threw five-stone pebbles on and off our knuckles. One day we had a cart, an old orange box set on pram wheels. Was it her brother’s? Where did we find it? I don’t think we made it ourselves. We took it in turns pulling along the rope harness and riding in the box, up and down the flat road outside her house, shouting Giddy-up and Goa-on, waving a stick as a mock whip. It was my turn, I was in the box and Maureen was yoked in as my horse, she heaving me along making neighing and whinnying noises while I whooped and thrashed the air with my stick. Suddenly, there came a loud yell, a bark of command. ‘Maureen! Get right back in the house, now! Right now!’ Her mother was standing in the doorway with the baby in her arms. ‘You, who do you think you are, your ladyship, getting my girl to pull you around! What makes you think she should pull you, eh? Off you go home and don’t you ever, never come back round here again!’ Maureen dropped the rope and scuttled back home. I thought she’d explain we were taking turns, but she was scared of her mother. I jumped out of the cart and ran all the way back to my father’s house in tears of indignation. Not fair, unfair! But something else in me knew very well that there was another unfairness that wasn’t about taking turns, that couldn’t be explained away. Somewhere deep inside, I knew it meant Maureen would never have the turns I had. And Maureen’s family knew it well enough. They were plainly nothing like the Ruggleses in the book, who were always cheerful, not overly bothered by their lowly place and not resentful of the better off. Nor were Maureen’s family like another book I loved, about Ameliaranne Stiggins and her five siblings. Of similar disposition to the Ruggleses, the Stigginses were ever grateful to the squire and his tea party for poor children.

Jackie

I was always looking for friends in the lonely weekends and holidays at Cob Cottage, where my sister and I, children of divorce, had our time parcelled out precisely between South Kensington and Suffolk, staying with my father and stepmother. Josephine was rarely companionable: when we were sent out to ‘play’ she always asked me which way I was going, and then walked off in the other direction. When she grew too tall for it, her knees knocking the handlebars, I was passed on her old purple Raleigh bike and I pedalled it all the way to Kersey, the chocolate box village with a steep hill that races down to a ford running across the road at its foot, a zoom and a splash well worth the bike ride.
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Beside the ford was the Bell Inn and one day I met Jackie riding her bike in and out of the water too, slow pedalling around the minnows and the pebbles. I went back to play with her often and I looked up at her village school just up the hill with longing as she talked about their playground games there. But most of all I envied Jackie her home above the pub, where her father was landlord. Up the winding back stairs, into a small snug, she had things I wasn’t allowed – a big tin of Quality Street ever open to dip into, bottles of Vimto whenever we wanted and a knee-high pile of comics – Dandy, Beano, Girls’ Crystal, Bunty, School Friend, all the best.

‘Ask her here,’ my father and stepmother kept saying, ‘ask her to lunch,’ so I did, with fearful trepidation. But when I pedalled back to Kersey, she was surrounded by village friends. ‘Here she comes, Miss La-di-da!’ one shouted out at me. ‘Oh I say, I’m just going to check my Rolls-Royce is in the garage!’ mocked another. ‘Oy, posh-pants! Bet you think you’re better than us!’ a boy called out, with more of the same. I thought Jackie would stand up for me, but I was the outsider. And every time I opened my mouth, the noise that jumped out like a box of frogs only drew more mimicry.

When they had gone, I asked Jackie if she’d come to my house for lunch, and she said yes, but with a sort of shrugged diffidence. I was gripped by anxiety: she wouldn’t like our food, it wouldn’t be as good as hers. Nothing I had was as much fun, no sweets, no comics. Did she play board games? She’d be bored. I played country games, camping in the old hay wagon beside the allotment, but she wouldn’t reckon much to that. I lit fires and cooked up soups made of nettles and herbs, playing witches, but she’d think that was disgusting.

Here’s the damned subtlety of class: she had more stuff that children want, but I was posh. My father’s cottage didn’t even have electricity until a few years later, only paraffin lamps with mantels, pumped up and lit at dusk. Her clothes were smart, I only wore baggy jeans too short up the calf and a home-knitted jersey. My plaits were old-fashioned, she had a cool bob like Bunty. What of our cooking would she eat? I begged for sausages and mash, the only thing that seemed safe. And please no cabbage. The next day I stood by the window and waited and waited and waited, but she didn’t come. I cried. My father was perplexed. When I rode back to Kersey the following day I waited and waited by the ford until eventually when I saw her she was with the same group of friends, and she just said, ‘You’re not my type,’ and rode off with them. And that was that. I knew it was true, but not fair. Jackie Bull of the Bell and Maureen of Lindsey Tye, where are you now?

Joe the Milkman

If I couldn’t find friends in the half of my life and the long holidays I spent at Cob Cottage, I did find work, or an early fascination with it. Three mornings a week at exactly 5.45 a.m. Joe came by Cob Cottage on his milk truck and I, aged about nine, would be waiting for him at the gate, alarm set not to miss him. He was a whistler, but not much of a talker. ‘Jump up,’ he’d say and off I’d go with him for the morning, counting out the right bottles for each house in one village after another. I read out the notes tucked into the empties, sometimes orders for cream in glass bottles too, eggs, white sliced loaves, and money in a twist of paper to be noted down in his cash book, tucked into his aged leather pouch slung round his overalls on a strap.

This was the job I wanted when I grew up, real work, useful, practical, pounding up and down pathways, clinking bottles, wary of barking dogs. ‘You’re a useful lass,’ he’d say when the round was done and I glowed with more pride than if a teacher had given me a star and a red tick – which they never did. In my family no one did proper jobs. My father (journalist, poet and critic) and my stepfather (philosophy professor), my grandfather (history professor), my great-grandfather (classics professor) disappeared into their studies dark with books and wrote, wrote, wrote, boring, incomprehensible, inexplicable and not useful. Now that’s all I can do, write, write, write. It took the pandemic of 2020 to remind this labour-despising hyper-civilization that the people we really depend on don’t work from home in their book-lined studies, but they bring in the food from earth to shelf. Or they care for people, or they keep the electricity and the water flowing, they fix things, make things, transport things. That has always transfixed me, real work of tangible value. In the Covid crisis praise and clapping came for the deliverers – but afterwards there followed no reversal of values to say the workers by hand deserve money and respect to match those of us working in thin air producing books or newspapers, our clean hands well rewarded in cash, esteem and status.


The Morley Brothers

The Morleys farmed the great wide fields that stretched in every direction as far as the eye could see all round my father’s cottage. It was desolate country, wide acres with grubbed-up hedges short of coveys, copses or clumps to interrupt the getting of grain in summer or sugar beet in winter. I never knew why my father had chosen this bleak prairie land to bring his new wife from America and plant her here. It’s not as if she came in on a tornado from Dorothy’s Kansas, which this part of East Anglia imitates in its small way. Sally came from Shaker Heights, a well-heeled Cleveland, Ohio suburb when he met her in Tel Aviv where she worked in the secretarial pool of the American embassy. Many days of the week – four at least – he was in London at the Observer’s offices, or off reporting or interviewing, doing journalism or roistering with friends, leaving her, just as he used to leave my mother in the Isle of Wight. Sally was parked there in the middle of nowhere with a thatched roof but not one mod con, not even electric light.

Out there in the fields was the rich and fecund Suffolk earth. I don’t know how I persuaded them, taciturn and silent by nature, but the Morleys let me jump up on their tractors in the ploughing season, perched in the biting cold on those giant mudguards watching clods of earth turn over in the scything silver churn of the ploughshares. Those gigantic ridged tyres threw up divots, followed by birds swooping down for worms. These great wide fields that reached up to the flat horizon came into their own at harvest time, swaying with wheat brushed by the wind into rivers of swirls and streams. The Massey Ferguson combine harvester was a wonder of a machine, its front reapers devouring the corn, its innards flaying the stalks, a monster munching its way across the fields, a Kraken only half-tamed. Cutters, threshers, augurs, belts, screws, reels and rams churned away inside. The chaff blew out of a chimney on top, the straw emerged in bales ready tied with string, dumped down in rows as we trawled up and down those seas of corn. The bounty from these yellow oceans was the unbroken stream of wheat that poured like liquid gold down chutes into sacks. My job was to stand on the platform at the back and fix the new sacks onto the hooks, as each full sack was heaved aside, making sure no corn was lost from sack to sack. I can feel the wheat pouring through my fingers, even as the dust and flecks of straw choked the throat, sneezed the nose, sorely rubbed into the eyes. The roar of the engine was deafening. The sight of rabbits, hares, nesting birds and mice dashing away from the jaws of this beast was heart-stopping: some didn’t make it, mashed up by the great red field-eater.

What pride I felt, as if it was I who was tending this animal, obeying its commands and needs, the glow a child feels at a rare chance to be useful, though no doubt only in a very small way. No child now would be allowed anywhere near such agricultural machinery: it was frightening – easy to imagine falling under those crushing tyres, slipping down in front of the ploughshares or the harrows behind, minced to pieces. But I have always loved machines and admired the engineers who coax and ease them into life, oil their cogs, fix their glitches. Later as I was writing about the drudgery and hardship of life on factory production lines, describing workers as slaves to the greedy unforgiving speed of the conveyor belt, I always found in the machines themselves a captivating fascination. Their hammer-blow precision wrapped and packed, filled and sorted, stamped, mixed and fixed. But nothing matched the magnificence of the mighty combine harvester and the people who worked it.

Only a middle class child would sentimentalize the glory of hard manual work. You soon grow up to understand the penalties of labouring by hand, and the rewards of thin-air product-less work by brain. All other things being equal – the status and the pay – keeping a machine running with spanner and oily rag might have suited me better than tussling with newspaper column-writing. But all other things never are equal, so no one knows how many labouring hands would have been better suited to wordsmithing on a laptop or how many word-warriors would have been happier fixing things. When, interminably and dishonestly, every politician of every hue pledges each child will ‘fulfil their potential’, who ever knows what a child’s natural skills might be when most of our lives are more or less predestined by background, accident and luck – good or bad? In my working lifetime social immobility has grown more rigid, not less.

Servants

For a child, class bites hardest with the people you love. In the other half of my divorced childhood, in my London life, Aurelia arrived with her two sisters in London in 1953 in a wave of Italian immigration, from Fano on the Adriatic coast. Bianca and Maria went to work for neighbours, while Aurelia came to live with us in our tall South Kensington house. Fiery, tempestuous, emotional, superstitious, uproariously funny and frequently obscene, with wild black hair, a hooked nose and coal black eyes, she called herself a ‘strega’, but she was our witch, living in our basement front room, next door to the kitchen. Josephine, myself and my twin younger half-brothers came to speak her blended pidgin Ital-Anglais, but she taught me much more than Italian. She sang Italian songs of every kind with a fine voice, not just ‘Nel blu, dipinto di blu’ but streams of others, some Neapolitan folk tunes too. The twins were toddlers when she came and they too loved her gusts of laughter and storms of fury. She told me rude gossip she got from her sisters about the neighbours, eye-popping tales of the unlikeliest ladies of the house screwing a tradesman on the kitchen table. I never repeated these upstairs.

Hers was a hard life, up early lighting the kitchen boiler: there was no central heating. This grand stuccoed house in Pelham Crescent put on a fine show outside but inside only two rooms kept up appearances, the ice-cold rarely used dining room and the drawing room, with its Pither stove devouring anthracite beans. It was cold everywhere else, especially the shared bathroom with rationed hot water, and the chill attic rooms for children. The house, like many smart London addresses, was all fur coat and no knickers, rented not owned. For years there was no fridge, just an outside pantry with a stone shelf for keeping milk and butter cool. No washing machine, but a copper boiler and a mangle for sheets, nappies and towels we took turns to wring. ‘Dodici camicie!’ Aurelia protested to us at my stepfather’s hyper-fastidious elegance of dress – he wore at least three silk shirts a day for her to wash and iron: he was phobic about many things, including dirt. She complained a lot and I sympathized, sitting at the kitchen table, but it was me and mine she was complaining about.
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Pelham Crescent

I listened to her stories from Fano, tales about her lovers and other people’s. She told of her London nights out with GIs. Her friend Pina often brought her GI boyfriend Vito home to us, bringing chewing gum and strange American grape-flavoured sweets. We have a photo of my little brother wearing Vito’s GI uniform. I heard in graphic detail what the Italian girls and their Italian-American GIs got up to in the Chenil Gallery dance hall in the King’s Road and the Hammersmith Palais. ‘Is that a stick you got in your trousers?’ another of Aurelia’s friends, Yolanda, told me she’d asked her GI. I didn’t know what she meant but it was definitely rude. From the earliest age I knew that I inhabited these two lives, two sets of worlds apart, never to be mixed.

Rita

Aurelia’s Fano family was large and dirt poor. She and her sisters had worked at a fruit-packing factory since leaving school at the age of twelve. But there was something no one knew and she never told until she had been with us a few years. One summer she was taking my twin half-brothers back home with her to Fano for a holiday, and so the secret couldn’t be kept any longer. She had a daughter, Rita, born when she was only fourteen, who she’d left behind all these years with an aunt, and not happily. Aurelia had been sending money back for Rita’s upkeep and no one knew. She told me how she’d kept her pregnancy quiet, wearing tight bindings round her stomach, hoping it would just go away. No one knew until she gave birth alone one night in the local graveyard, the same graveyard where she’d been raped frequently on the way back from the factory by someone she feared who used to lie in wait for her. My mother was horrified that she had never known about Rita for all these years: she said she must come at once to live with us too.

Rita was exactly my age, just eleven when she arrived. I waited for her full of excited expectation. She would be the sister I wanted, my own twin to play with me, an ally on my side as my actual sister never was. I thought she would be all mine, like a new doll. I could model her into exactly what I wanted her to be, as if she was newly made of clay.

Of course that wasn’t it at all. By accident I got off to a bad start. Rita unpacked her small suitcase and stood in front of the mirror brushing her long black hair. I thought she was beautiful. Her skin was a deep olive, darker than her mother’s, smooth and glowing, her eyes luminous, her features faultless, I thought. She was wearing big gold hoop earrings I yearned for: no eleven year old was ever going to be allowed pierced ears and gold hoops in my family. ‘You’re so beautiful! Che bella!’ I said. She made a face at herself in the mirror. ‘You look like a gypsy girl, come una zingara!’ She turned on me with double the fury of her mother in a tempest and screamed, ‘Zingara! Putana!’ Hurling her hairbrush at me, she stormed out of the room yelling for her mother, ‘Mi ha chiamato zingara!’ Aurelia was angry with us both. I had no idea that zingara was the rudest thing I could have said, but in Fano there was no lower anyone could sink.

Things didn’t get much better. She’d lived an unloved life and there was no recovering her relationship with her mother. They fought and shouted, and Aurelia just couldn’t love her, nor could Rita love her mother, unforgiving of the miserable years abandoned to a brutal aunt. I couldn’t love Rita and she certainly couldn’t and wouldn’t be moulded into my imaginary twin.

Besides, I was sent off to boarding school soon after she came, and she went to Holland Park, the brand new comprehensive that had just opened. By the time I escaped boarding school and insisted on going to Holland Park too, she was leaving, though she passed on to me some warnings and all the lowdown on gropers, bullies and teachers who she said were trouble. In London she had settled in fast, made friends, took to mod clothes, pleated miniskirts and Peter Pan collars. Even with a helmet of Cilla hair and her skin plastered with bright white panstick to hide her olive tones, she still looked beautiful. When we talked, she was Moody Blues and The Beatles, I was more Stones, The Who and The Kinks. But otherwise our lives diverged almost immediately. She was always out, escaping her mother, in trouble for being late. Beyond friendly hellos as we passed on the stairs, in our lives we just passed each other by.

Her life didn’t turn out happily later. When I thought of her of course I felt guilty, nothing specific I had done or not done, just that same old class guilt, living under the same roof, same age, but each with a destiny more or less etched out at birth, hers in a graveyard.

Aurelia left soon after my stepfather walked out on my mother. To me, her going was the greater shock. To my mother it felt like a double betrayal. How could she? She’d gone off with Denis the decorator who had been painting the outside of our house. She upped and went, never came back, but took a job as a caretaker that came with a basement flat in a mansion block behind Harrods. Well, why not? Wouldn’t anyone, given the chance? It hurt. But this is no misery memoir. Add up all these pains, slights and embarrassments, and frankly, the price of privilege is pretty low. We of the middle classes seem to live comfortably enough within our skin most of the time, despite these social disquiets.


The Glenconners

But we were only middle class – middle middle or upper middle, I’m not sure. But definitely not upper class, because I knew that difference from a very young age. My mother’s only sibling, her elder sister Elizabeth, married into the real upper class, into aristocracy. She married Lord Glenconner, and became Lady Glenconner, with a vast London house looking onto Regent’s Park. And she was chatelaine of Glen, a great baronial castle in Peeblesshire where we spent most Christmases and many Easter and summer holidays. In its turreted splendour, with its long drive leading through a stone archway emblazoned with ‘Salve’ on the entrance, and ‘Vale’ on the other side, its rolling lawns, peach- and flower-filled hot-houses, its stables and gun rooms, it was a world apart. So was its maze-like life below stairs with a gigantic kitchen, and quarters for cook, butler and housekeeper. All this was a romantic Scottish paradise, set among the bracken- and heather-covered hills that we strode along singing Jacobite songs, ‘Charlie Is My Darling’, ‘My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean’ and the like. There were two lochs with boat houses filled with fishing tackle; returning fishermen would throw their fat trout trophies into a wide Chinese platter in the entrance hall, the hall that in December held a Christmas tree reaching to the high ceiling, lit in the evening with real candles. Shooting parties in plus fours and tweeds had the whole village out beating the pheasants and the woodcock from the covers; my sister and I would join the village beaters driving the plump-fed birds into the guns, a bit embarrassed by the village children’s deference to us from the big house and a bit cheesed off at not getting the pay the villagers received at the end of the hard-walking, up-hill-and-down-dale day.

The youngest of my three cousins, Catherine, was my age, and I shared her room, fond friends all our childhood, but losing touch as adults. From an early age she was bewitched by old books of magic spells and astrology: later she wrote horoscopes under the name Wanda Star for the Telegraph. Under her own name she had a website with a fleet of clients following her astrological advice. At Glen she had a magnificent four-poster I yearned for, while I slept in a camp bed by her side. That was the nature of things. You get the picture.
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With Catherine at Glen

The Glenconners were, by Scottish aristo standards, a bit nouveau. The family fortune came from manufacturing bleach and other chemicals in Glasgow, the foundation stone of ICI, the peerage only bestowed on Edward Tennant, the first baron, in 1911. They were a Liberal family, elevated by the Liberal government: the first baron’s daughter Margot married the Liberal prime minister Herbert Asquith. The first Lord Glenconner’s eldest son was killed in the First World War, and so the younger brother, my uncle Christopher, unexpectedly inherited the title and estate. My aunt Elizabeth was his second wife, so the title and estate went afterwards not to her three children, but to his son by his first wife, the notorious Colin Tennant.

Colin was the lavish, extravagant, exotic wastrel beloved of the gossip columns for nearly marrying Princess Margaret, to whom he granted a house on his fantasy Caribbean island Mustique. His outrageous behaviour is brilliantly described in his wife Anne’s surprise 2020 bestseller, Lady in Waiting: My Extraordinary Life in the Shadow of the Crown. She was a maid of honour at the coronation and lady in waiting for life to Princess Margaret. We met her now and then but we didn’t know her. Because of her loyalty to royalty we had always assumed she was monumentally dull, until reading her startling book. She was regarded as a great catch for Colin, he the son of a mere baron capturing the daughter of the Earl of Leicester: ‘I married somewhat down,’ she tells interviewers. Worse than that, she married a bullying lunatic. All this I only perceived dimly from afar: my mother was the un-wealthy, un-grand left-wing sister of Lord Glenconner’s second wife so we had very little to do with the louche world of Colin, her sister’s stepson. But we would read in magazines about his legendary Mustique parties, such as the Golden Ball which was photographed by Robert Mapplethorpe when Bianca Jagger was carried in by a troupe of boys painted entirely in gold, wearing almost nothing else. We read how they travelled several times to India to choose the right costumes for one fancy dress party – but not until reading Anne Glenconner’s book had I any idea of his psychotic cruelty, his uncontrollable rages over minutiae, fury so ferocious that he would lie down in the middle of a London pavement in a yelling tantrum.
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Colin Tennant

I met him only when I was a child, when I looked up with devoted fascination at his dashing elegance, wit and charm when in company, but he rarely came to Glen, as it was his stepmother’s domain. He blew most of the immense family fortune, millions and millions and millions of it, and then left the remnants to a bartender in St Lucia where he ended his days: the family went to court to get it back, but lost. In her book his wife asks him why he screamed at people so often and he replied: ‘I like making them squirm.’

We grew up with a sense that the Glenconner family was cursed: do I detect a little lemon-sucking middle class glee at our own respectability and seriousness compared with all that wild extravagance? But as one tragedy piled upon another, we looked on appalled. Colin publicly disinherited their first son when he became a drug addict and later died of hepatitis. Their second son abandoned his wife when he came out as gay, and later died of Aids. Their third son suffered a severe brain injury in a motorcycle crash. In Anne Glenconner’s book she keeps using a phrase that I remember hearing often around the Glenconners: ‘Don’t dwell’. Goodness knows, the tragedy of her three sons and her deranged, sadistic husband required fortitude to survive – and survive she plainly has. There is something admirable about the spirit of ‘Don’t dwell’, keeping on come what may. Looking back, I do sometimes find ‘Don’t dwell’ useful, but there is something deathly chilling about it too, a denial of pain, a refusal to face suffering.

Glen belongs now to Colin’s grandson, but without the money. I went back there one last time in 2013 for my aunt Elizabeth’s funeral in nearby Traquair. The estate was hanging on, just, trying to make a go of it as a conference centre, but, freezing cold and down at heel, this castle in the middle of nowhere looked an unlikely commercial venue, though rentals from the old tied cottages do well. It was snowing in January and my brother and I wandered around the frozen sunlit grounds, out to the loch, past a sad memorial to the two dead heirs at the end of an avenue of trees. This was a melancholy Cherry Orchard scene as we sat down with a few family members round the vast table in the dining room, eating a Chinese takeaway from Innerleithen out of cardboard cartons and remembering very different banquets here. The silver covers over an array of breakfast dishes, perfect pats of butter from the farm’s own dairy for toast cut magically without crusts, the long whole honeycomb stretched out on a platter, and the shooting party lunches served with gigantic steak and kidney puddings by butler and footmen, all gone now.

Late in the evening after much wine, I talked to the young heir in his early twenties, who had trained as an electrician, but seemed dangerously eager to hold onto Glen against the odds. Why, I asked? Don’t chain yourself to the upkeep of an impossible building, I warned. Live your life. But I feared he felt his identity was tied to this place, these hills, as if the last shreds of his aristocracy resided here. My family have all been footloose, peripatetic people from nowhere, so perhaps I would never understand this castle-bound family my aunt married into.

That day my brother and I walked through the village that belongs to the house, its stone cottages once inhabited by estate workers now let out as holiday homes. Tramping through the thick snow, we came to one of the small Edwardian sandstone cottages that I had forgotten all about. The Alveses lived there, where as young children Catherine and I would go often for tea, or just to play. Mr Alves was a gamekeeper, Mrs Alves helped in the kitchen at the great house. I don’t know why this was our special place, these our special friends, or how we came to be so close to them. We loved them for their warmth, homeliness and kindness, a little haven of our own, a cosy nook away from the grandeur of Glen. She would bring out old-fashioned board games and a toy tin chicken that laid tin golden eggs, along with her homemade bannock bread, thick with dried fruit.

But one day as Catherine and I walked along the high road towards their house, we saw my uncle, Lord Glenconner, standing outside their door and shouting at them at the top of his voice, red-faced with anger. Mr and Mrs Alves just stood there saying nothing while he berated them. We shrank back and retreated, appalled by the scene, hoping we hadn’t been spotted. Until then I had always considered my uncle to be the most indulgent and benevolent old man, a munificent spoiler of his children and me. He would give his children anything they wanted, any time, often to my astonishment. I remember once Catherine calling for him from her four-poster after we had been put to bed and the house party were about to go in for dinner. ‘I want some eggy bread, I’m hungry and I need it now,’ Catherine demanded. I hid under the bedclothes to make it clear this outrageous request was nothing to do with me. Of course the answer would be no? But he said, ‘Yes, darling. I’ll get Mrs Mackay to make it right away.’ And two plates of eggy bread arrived on a silver tray, despite my aunt’s protest, with the kitchen trying to heave a large dinner up the lazy Susan lift from the kitchen into the dining room pantry. Until then, that’s the only way I had ever seen Uncle Christopher, kindly, generous to a fault, a Father Christmas who indulged his children’s every whim. He would take us at Easter to ask the farm chickens to lay us coloured eggs. He would take us to climb the haystack in the barn to hunt for duck eggs. As a benefactor of London Zoo, he would take us inside the enclosure to throw cabbages into the yawning mouths of hippopotamuses. He would row us across the loch to picnic on the island with a wicker hamper and fishing rods. So what was this magisterial explosion of rage at our dearly loved Mr and Mrs Alves?

Later that afternoon I found my mother in her room shaking with indignation. I overheard her talking to my stepfather, so I made her tell me. This is what we had crashed in on: we had seen the Alveses being evicted, immediately, with barely time to pack their life’s possessions. Why? Some dispute about the game or the organizing of the stands for the shooting party or some technical gamekeeping detail my mother didn’t understand. But the upshot was that we never saw the couple again, or knew where they went or how they lived once they were turned out of their tied cottage in the village where everyone was dependent on the Glenconner command, living there only on his sufferance.

Due to the finer points of class difference, Catherine’s life and mine always diverged. While I was sent to a sensible middle class boarding school where we were expected to earn our livings, Catherine was sent to Cranbourne Chase, a more upper class school where most girls were not expected to do anything. She left at sixteen, and had an immensely grand coming-out ball, the only debutante event I ever encountered. She and her much older sister, the exuberant and sharp-witted writer Emma Tennant, seemed not to be expected to earn their livings – though as it turned out, they needed to. But later in life Catherine, who was cleverer than her school, took herself off to University College London and got a good degree, and Emma worked for Queen and Vogue, founded a good literary magazine, Bananas, wrote novels and clever books about everything that happened to her, including an affair with Ted Hughes. But although both were given a hefty slab of money, earning enough – or marrying richly enough – to suit the life they had been brought up to expect eluded them, and both ended up relatively penniless with nothing much to hand on to their children. Seeing all that splendour falling away from the castle walls of my childhood was unexpected: that grandeur had felt so solid and permanent. Does some smug, weaselly middle class part of me and my family look on with a knowing nod at the perils of a spoilt upper class upbringing without the fortune to sustain it? I hope not, because I loved as well as feared them. I remember once as a child in the drawing room, tall glamorous Emma waved her cigarette holder at us and asked what wildest dream trip we would choose. Catherine rolled out some great South Sea island fantasy, but when I said I wanted to go to the Edinburgh Festival everyone howled with laughter. I was just so, well, boringly bourgeois.

Catherine and I went our separate ways, though on rare occasions when we met we picked up at once on our childhood closeness: she was funny, dashing, eccentric and curiously unworldly with an elliptical take on life. In her presence I felt my plodding pursuit of a career with a pension seemed materialistic: through earnings and buying a London house that, like everywhere, had exploded in value over the decades, I found it strange that I ended up with more money than her.

Public school

The older children grow, the more refined their social antennae become. You might think that at a middle-ranking girls’ boarding school, Badminton School in the dull Bristol suburb of Westbury-on-Trym (nothing to do with the stately home of Badminton horse trials), every one of us belonged to the same social class. In the crude weighing scales of sociologists, that would be so, all AB children with parents or grandparents able to stump up the middle-ranking fees. But from all of English literature, from your own life, you will know the importance of subtle gradations of social difference. This was not a school for the aristocracy but everyone knew the significance of money, eyeing the cars and clothes each other’s parents arrived in. But the devilry of English class is that money is not the whole story. More important than wealth was parental occupation, status and education, with that great gulf between profession and trade. From high to low, there can barely be a schoolroom in England where children can’t rank one another’s families fairly accurately. I have often reported on the misery of desperately poor children first arriving in school, branded from day one for the wrong uniform, cheap trainers, no lunch box, no lunch money, no PE kit, nothing to write in an essay on ‘My Summer Holidays’ or ‘My Christmas’.

The rule isn’t absolute: clever, talented, funny, interesting or just plain lucky children break free of low social origins. Dim and dull richer ones do sometimes slide down in their peers’ esteem. But class at my school was subtle and always unspoken: too flash parental Jaguars and fur coats were despised as vulgar. Nonetheless, the big picture of social class destiny was played out in microcosm even in my apparently homogeneous middle class schoolroom. Aged twelve we were divided into A streamers and B streamers; let’s call them sheep and goats. Sure enough, the daughters of doctors, academics, scientists, teachers, lawyers, diplomats, a Nigerian daughter of the governor of Kaduna, an Indian politician’s daughter, one bishop’s daughter and any similar children of highly educated professionals glided effortlessly up to the A stream. But the daughters of trade were more likely to be relegated to the B stream, often day-girl daughters of local Bristol businessmen or farmers from around the West Country. This was unconscious bias on the school’s part: they simply went by children’s results, or their perceived intelligence or intellectual interests. In this subtle grading, parents’ education predestined most of us either to the Latin set or to the domestic science stream. The Latins were headed, it was presumed, to university, the cooks to secretarial college. Since we were usually hungry, the Latins hung around outside the cookery room yearning for the pies and cakes the others carried out in silver tins – and yet we Latins knew perfectly well that we were glad to be designated A streamers. Since I hated Latin and failed it at O level, I’d have had a better time with the domestic science stream, but of course I’d have been appalled at relegation to the B stream: social status trumps cakes.

One school memory of class still makes me blush. For a little while Jane was a best friend, but she was a Group B, a cook not a Latin. She tagged along, copied what I said and did, remembered the right books and PE kit to stop me getting into needless trouble, and I doubt I treated her well. Think Jane Austen’s Emma and Harriet Smith.

One half term she invited me to stay at her home, a bungalow in a suburb of Torquay, where her parents treated me as if I were a prize. Inviting friends round for a coffee morning to meet me, her mother read out to them a pretentious poem of mine in the school magazine. When I was finally escaping the school after (virtually no) O levels, heading for a comprehensive, Jane immediately decided to do the same, but her parents wouldn’t let her go to a state school when they had saved for her private education. So I persuaded her that the next best would be Dartington Hall, the notorious Devon free-thinking, free-living, artistic progressive school I’d always longed to move to. I never stopped to think for a minute how unsuited quiet and conventional Jane would be to this bohemian enclave. Soon I was off and away, preoccupied with my own London comprehensive life, and of course I forgot all about her. Only years later, bumping into someone from Badminton, asking what had become of various girls we knew, she told me Jane had been miserable at Dartington. Teased for her ordinariness, she had turned into ‘a rather bitter and unhappy person’, she said. ‘Badly done, Emma, badly done,’ reprimanded Mr Knightley.

I have plenty more to say about rebellious years at that school, the running away, the getting caught and sent back by the police, ferocious matrons and PE teachers who condoned the bullying by sporty girls. About Miss Griffin, the junior school matron who reigned with unfettered absolute power, clicking down the dorm corridor in her crisp Wrens uniform, tormenting her unfavourites. I could write about punishments, forced lumpy porridge-eating and being in endless trouble. Why was I there? The imposing and intelligent stateliness of the headmistress persuaded my mother this was a liberal institution; it was a member of something called the Conference of Internationally Minded Schools (CIS), founded in 1951 imbued with United Nations fervour, with many foreign exchanges. (Wikipedia tells me that CIS was wound up in 1969.) Sunday evening talks were lantern slides of Pestalozzi children’s villages, Oxfam and third world needs. The ethos was that we should go out and do good around the world – and many did. There was an honour system where you signed yourself up for a black mark on the noticeboard if you caught yourself breaking rules, such as talking in the silent corridors: a friend and I resisted the honour rules by signing ourselves up to hundreds of these confessions, to general outrage as it lost our house the cup for good behaviour.

[image: Illustration]

School photo, Badminton

Just before I finally managed to leave, I started a Bristol schools branch of YCND – Youth Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament – and wrote to every head boy and girl in every Bristol school inviting them to a public meeting in the school hall with a CND speaker down from London. Hundreds turned up, mainly, I think, to get a look inside the forbidden bastion of this private girls’ school. There was trouble. The Bristol Evening News reported it and interviewed me (I didn’t know how to pronounce ‘annihilation’ which I’d written in our leaflets, and the reporter laughed at me). Some Bristol parent governors were incandescent at the school’s good name being dragged into this communistic cause, but I was off and away soon after. Julia Clarke, my co-YCND leader, was the real heroine. She ended up sitting on the art room roof hurling down tiles before she was expelled: now she’s a splendid radical doctor.
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