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All the world’s a stage,


And all the men and women merely players;


They have their exits and their entrances,


And one man in his time plays many parts,


His acts being seven ages.


As You Like It, William Shakespeare







– Preface –





Here are a few observations about writing an autobiography starting with a chance remark I made to Dai Davidson, my local plumber, who had his head under the floorboards of my office as I passed by clutching a sheaf of papers. ‘You’re so lucky to be working with your hands, Dai.’ He withdrew his head and looked up at me for a second or two. ‘Are you telling me that I can’t do your job and anyone could do mine? You are working with your hands, it’s all the bloody same man.’


Dai’s reply gave me pause for thought. Writers often come across as a pretentious lot but I could see there wasn’t a huge difference between writers and tradesmen; both have to conceive what it is they want their hands to achieve. First the thought, then the action and the end result will depend on the clarity of that conception. A prerequisite seems to be intensity of experience – something that occurs regularly in the mountains.


This reminded me of when I was avalanched on Mazeno Peak in Pakistan. Rattling down a 500-metre gully, with time suspended, I found myself observing everything I experienced, as though from a bubble. There was no fear, just a series of impressions: tumbling down over rock and ice cliffs, wondering at how resilient the human body is and that I was still alive, turning this way and that, my whole weight bouncing off my right ankle. There was no pain, but I noted the situation was serious. I was then in space, clearing a step, sliding with the snow but unaware of the speed of my descent; I had time to register it was like being up with Leo Dickinson in his hot air balloon, not aware of the wind because we were moving at the same speed. I bumped gradually to a halt, partially buried on the glacier below but able to clear the snow away from my face, release the waist belt on my rucksack and breathe more easily.


There are other ways to have intense experiences. At an Edvard Munch art exhibition I was amazed to discover the lengths the artist would go to in order to generate creativity through denial and suffering. I was left wondering how valid it is to represent the manifestations of self-induced neuroses. I seemed to write best when I could forget myself, or at least go beyond myself, something I managed when I wrote stories for my children from the mountains, often about a character I called ‘Warlock’ – my alter ego, but a better version ruled by conscience. That, of course, was private stuff, like my diaries and letters written from the perilous mountains like a condemned man in his cell or a soldier sitting in the trenches.


What writing might climbers do at Base Camp, to friends and family, if such words were only to be read when dead? To communicate all that was good about their shared lives and make honest confessions that would otherwise be too awkward to face: parents taken for granted, wife abandoned or kids neglected. If we were aware of our mortality, if we remembered all the time that we are going to die, then we would deal with a huge amount we put to one side and write about it more honestly. This autobiography is a good chance for me to sort it all out even if everything is not included.


All I have to do now is overcome the disease of tomorrow and put pen to paper. The best antidote to that in the past has been naked ambition but at seventy-four that is starting to weaken. Hopefully, I will be able to keep the muse alive at the prospect of clearing more junk out of the way and creating more space for good things to happen. There is always the chance that others will find what I have to say of interest – I hope so.


I began climbing when I was a schoolboy. It feels like someone else started me off; he then turned into quite another person before changing again. Now I feel a need to turn full circle, certainly as far as my understanding of climbing is concerned. Children have something to show us, something that becomes obscured with the passage of time; anyone who came to climbing an innocent and of his own volition might benefit from looking back to those early years. I wonder now at the spontaneous antics of my youth.


It takes more than a cursory glance to see how it really was; only with a big effort am I right there, hands grazed and bloody from days on gritstone, my fingers smelling of lichen, my face wind-blasted and my limbs weary from storms on Kinder or cold, wet bivvies under boulders on Stanage with bacon and grit butties for breakfast and stews reeking of paraffin fumes for dinner, of singing in pubs and at the back of the bus back to Nottingham on Sunday nights. With these memories of smell, touch and taste of those distant times, like a film clip it starts to roll and I am right there, my memory sparked into life, seeing faces of who was there and a sense as well of who I was. I see in the past the clues of who I am now.


That boy, who seemed like someone else, now seems like me again; I must just let these film clips run or I will get it all wrong. I must also admit I am lucky to have the carrot of this book to keep me at it through a million distractions. It is a real privilege to be paid to check myself out. I find I can’t recall anything of my first three years and neither can I pinpoint any specific reason that led me to climb in the first place, so whether or not it was fate that I should have this ‘rat’ in my gut, or whether it was my destiny to wander the world’s mountain ranges, I don’t know, but perhaps something will emerge from what follows – so look out for clues!


Here is a warning to any young lad thinking of taking the mountain path: it’s very hard to get off – I’ve tried but I’m happily resigned to walk and climb until I die as things are right now. The rational among you may shiver: ‘My God, he’s got a death wish.’ My competitors might once have worried that I would be around forever, but now they can take satisfaction in my revelations of weakness. Admirers may feel let down – well, hard luck; my friends and kindred spirits will remain so, however close I get to the bone.


What am I letting myself in for? At one time, in the beginning, I would jump in feet first and ask questions later. Now I’ve got the bad habit of preparing the ground ahead – meaning reducing the risks by knowing what’s coming.


I’ve pulled a few books off my shelf to see what others have said, the book falling open at the apposite pages, as they do sometimes when you’re really going for it. I got this from Ascent in 1976, where Tom Higgins responded to David Roberts’ assertion that most autobiographies were somewhat banal and predictable. Tom found that Walter Bonatti at least could lift his spirits; I would like to do that, of course. On another shelf, another word of caution, this time from Alfred Richard Orage, socialist and editor of The New Age, about art as a means of power:


‘To express himself is not enough; he wishes to impress himself. Readers feel towards him the repulsion as well as the attraction of the snake for the bird. Power they instinctively feel is there, and they are afraid of it. Style is only the device adopted by great writers to make their power more attractive. Style is power made gracious; we must write as if Homer and Demosthenes were to be our judges, as if our lives depended upon this approval … All perfection is the fruit of sacrifice.’


That had me worried – immobilised and powerless for days. But I recall that I failed my English O level twice, so any style I have should be transparent at best and unlikely to pull the wool over any one’s eyes. I turned to Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson, opened it at once at the page in the chapter ‘The Arousing of Thought’, where George Gurdjieff gives his opinion of professional writers: ‘First of all, I am not young; I have already lived so much that I have been in my life, as it is said, “not only through the mill but through all the grindstones”; and secondly, I am in general not writing so as to make a career for myself, or so as to plant myself, as is said “firm-footedly”, thanks to this profession, which, I must add, in my opinion provides many openings to become a candidate d-i-r-e-c-t for “Hell” … knowing nothing whatsoever themselves, they write all kinds of “claptrap” and thereby automatically acquiring authority … ’ (Then again, Gurdjieff went out of his way to make his writings obscure. ‘I bury the bone so deep that the dogs have to scratch for it.’)


Though I have grasped the point, I hesitate and consult the I Ching, throwing hexagram 63. After completion, ‘in principle, everything stands systematised, and it is only in regard to details that success is still to be achieved … everything proceeds as if of its own accord and this can too easily tempt us to relax and let things take their course without troubling over details. Symptoms of decay are bound to be the result; the need is for unremitting perseverance and caution.’


It is obviously no good just ‘spitting it out’; I am going to have to remind myself to write from the heart to express the facts. Are you impressed? If not, try this from Tolstoy which is more encouraging: ‘Art is a human activity having for its purpose the transmission to others of the highest and best feeling to which men have arisen.’ And where do these ‘highest and best feelings’ arise? According to people living on the edge of existence, like the Caribou shaman Igjugarjuk: ‘All true wisdom is only to be found far from the dwellings of men, in the great solitudes; and it can only be obtained through suffering. Suffering and privation are the only things that can open the mind of man to that which is hidden from his fellows.’


That must leave a familiar taste on the palate of anyone who has pushed themselves to the very limit on any weekend on our British hills or crags. As long as it was the limit, they will know what Igjugarjuk is talking about. They will have come back physically tired from their weekend’s exertions, but inwardly glowing, enough to see themselves through the next week at work.


So, here I am, back at my desk, to live again the pain and pleasure, the heartache and happiness, though I doubt if you will be interested in all of it, and I wouldn’t have the courage to tell you all of it anyway. This memoir is important, according to my Buddhist friends. They tell me that everything I have done will be ‘up for review’ on passing out of this life into the next, when I will have to pay for my sins by living again the pain I inflicted on others. I understand that it’s a good idea to become aware of just how much my actions have affected others, not only to reduce the future shock but also to avoid thoughtless actions now: humility before senility, turning passion into compassion.


Just as I have committed to fight the disease of tomorrow and get down to this review of my climbing I was called away yet again, to Tierra del Fuego, where I read Uttermost Part of the Earth by E. Lucas Bridges. It includes a very perceptive observation made by the sculptor and Arabist Rom Landau: ‘most of us cherish imaginary romantic notions about ourselves and only rarely succeed in breaking through the crust of self-deception … In books of an autobiographical background, an occasional word of self-criticism is usually outweighed by pages of self-praise, however cunningly disguised.’


Again, I hesitate, with this reminder to be honest, wondering if I am up to it, knowing the truth is relative to experience. Have I enough experience, for instance, to gauge the effect on those I write about? I know how I have been affected by what others have written about me in their autobiographies. I know there are many other climbing friends and acquaintances better equipped, far more honest than I, to write such a book about themselves – those of my friends who have passed on and never bothered, and those that live without much ego, living in the now, without the inclination to review their lives. And if they did, the tales they would tell would be as important and interesting as any of mine. They might well be told with better recall and more skill than I can muster.


For all these reasons, and more, I hesitate to write about the fact that from an early age I never felt so vital, more alive or spontaneously joyous, as when off with the gang, out into the countryside, the quiet of the forest, watching wildlife by the canal or lake, going a little further each time, learning to pace the journey and to find the way back home. One thing led to another; there was never any obvious plan: the country round my home, the Peak District, the mountains of Snowdonia, Scotland, the Alps and the Himalaya, always a little further, no turning back, hooked on steeper ground and higher summits, to the highest place, Everest, and beyond.


Beyond Everest? Yes, when I discovered there is more to be gained with less – fewer people, less equipment and less cost enabling more journeys, one after the other, twice a year or more, constantly prepared physiologically and psychologically for life in the thin cold air. I was driven to go where ‘no one had gone before’. I came to know, as Don Munday did, hunting down The Unknown Mountain, that ‘the joy of pioneering can be as transcendent as that of a composer of music is above one who is merely able to play it.’


Part of it was sheer curiosity, to know the lie of the land between peaks I’d climbed, putting another piece of the jigsaw into place, just as the old surveyors recorded details within the triangle of their calculations. I gained this knowledge, both inner and outer, among the most dramatic and beautiful landscapes in the world helped along by local people so attuned to life in the high Himal and elsewhere. Over the years I came to make a strong connection with these people who helped me climb their mountains and eventually responded to their request for help in improving conditions of labour in the climbing industry and the health and education in their villages. This was a good move, since it guaranteed me a continuing presence in their magnificent mountains and helped me know more about them and the nature of things, as if waking up now and again from a deep sleep, if only for a moment, to glimpse the infinite beauty and wonder of what is normally hidden, as Shakespeare explained it:


Are not these woods


More free from peril than the envious court?


Here feel we but the penalty of Adam,


The seasons’ difference, as the icy fang


And churlish chiding of the winter’s wind,


Which, when it bites and blows upon my body,


Even till I shrink from cold, I smile and say


“This is no flattery: these are counsellors


That feelingly persuade me what I am.”


Sweet are the uses of adversity …


And this our life exempt from public haunt


Finds tongues in trees, books in running brooks,


Sermons in stones and good in everything.


I would not change it.


As You Like It







– The 1st Age –


At first, the infant,


Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.


Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel


And shining morning face, creeping like snail


Unwillingly to school.


As You Like It, William Shakespeare


If he awakens hungry in the night he signals with a soft grunt if he cannot find her breast; she will then give it to him and again his well-being will be re-established, without ever having come near to straining the limits of his continuum. His life, full of action, is consistent with the lives lived by millions of his predecessors and meets the expectations of his nature.


The Continuum Concept, Jean Liedloff







– Chapter 1 –


Warchild
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Douglas Keith Scott, aged just eighteen months in November 1942.











In about the seventh year the changing of the teeth indicate that the ‘life forces of the body have completed their first task – the building of a physical organism. The spiritual forces that have been brought from the prenatal forces are still strong … The child is mobile, spritely and unselfconscious.’


The Number Seven, A.E. Abbot


As a teenager my mother Joyce visited a fortune-teller who told her she would marry a man in uniform with shiny buttons and have three sons, the eldest of whom would be in trouble in a shelter, very high up – and that the whole world would be watching. Mum married a policeman, on 1 June 1940. I was born a year later, almost to the day. She had two more sons and many years later I survived a risky bivouac just below the summit of Everest. Thereafter Mum was much more relaxed when I went climbing. Later I discovered she’d been born at the same moment as Edmund Hillary. There may be something going on out there – a force propelling us down pre-determined lines, a hidden potential, much greater than outward appearances would suggest.


Mum was born in a terraced house that opened on to Queen’s Grove, a cobbled street quite near to Nottingham’s Midland railway station in an area called The Meadows. Grandma Gregory would scrub the front steps to keep them spotless. The front door, with its polished brass knob, led directly into the front room, the best in the house, where only the doctor seemed to be invited. The rest of the world entered from the backyard where there was an outside lavatory and a galvanised bath hanging between the back door and a sash window. Not much light came into the back; the yard was below street level and a few feet away from the high wall of the neighbouring timber merchant.


At the end of Queen’s Grove was the Grove Tavern. Every evening, and lunchtime on Sundays, Gran would walk across with a large white jug and bring it back frothing over with stout. Grandad sat by the fire, wheezing and coughing into a pot. He wasn’t a well man after years of smoking up to a hundred cigarettes a day, a habit he developed fighting in the Great War. Life in the trenches and years working as a coal miner and then in a slaughterhouse had left him with arthritis. Once a week, the bath was brought in and filled with kettles and pots of boiling water from off the kitchen range. A clothes horse was arranged around it with towels and blankets to give Grandad some privacy while he took his bath.


With Grandad sick, Grandma did well to bring up three children on less than four pounds per week; there was very little state support. I remember visiting Gran and being treated to sugar butties, white bread and margarine with sugar sprinkled on. But despite the hardships, there was always something going on with my uncles Roy and Keith and all their friends milling about the house. Keith, seven years younger than Mum, was called up for National Service and he looked most dashing in his RAF uniform. Roy, always fit, swam and played water polo for Nottingham.


My father George came from a sporting family; his great-grandfather had been secretary of Notts County FC and his dad won many sporting trophies. My grandfather had died in 1938 from a burst peptic ulcer. Grandma Scott had stayed on in their comfortable bungalow in Wollaton Park until a woman latched on to her, offering her companionship in her loneliness. Grandma Scott was gradually swindled of all her money and with nothing left to pay the rent ended up in complete penury in a condemned house on Arthur Terrace in Radford, not far from my school. As an older boy I used to cycle round once a week to visit.


Dad was particularly annoyed Grandma had more or less given away the ‘family silver’ – sporting trophies that he and his dad and grandad had won playing football, cricket and athletics. I would sit with her on a chair at the kitchen table where she lit a candle since she rarely had enough money for the electric meter. She usually had a blanket over her shoulders; coal was rationed and too expensive to burn all the time. I did a few chores, bringing in coal, lighting the fire and checking to make sure the outside lavatory was in working order; then I would report back to Mum and Dad on the state of the house and Grandma’s complaints about the neighbours, who seemed to be prostitutes.


Although Dad visited Gran regularly to carry out various plumbing repairs and once to put in a new fireplace, there always seemed to be quite a tension between Dad and his mother, although I could never work out why. Mum seemed to write Gran off as being simpleminded for letting herself be used and brought down in the world. Gran was, however, kind to my brother and me when she was asked to look after us if Mum went off to town or when Mum and Dad had a night out on holiday.


Dad was educated at Lenton Secondary School and when he left as head boy was awarded the ‘Albert Ball Prize’, in honour of the handsome flying ace born and raised in Lenton. For his first job Dad was apprenticed to a motor mechanic. He also joined the Denman Street Lads’ Club where he started boxing, something he quickly mastered. On the strength of his boxing ability, Dad joined the Nottingham City Police Force even though he was half an inch below the required six feet in height. With encouragement from its famous chief constable Captain Athelstan Popkess, the Nottingham City Police boxing team became internationally famous. In 1938, after knocking out the German champion in Stuttgart, Dad became European police light-heavyweight boxing champion. ‘We have nothing to fear from Hitler with men like George Scott in our midst,’ was how one newspaper recorded it.


There are plenty of tales of Dad as a bobby on the beat armed only with his truncheon, whistle and boxing skills. The latter came in useful breaking up a fracas with his friend and fellow boxer, PC Jerry Beaves, at a notorious pub on Denman Street. Bottles and chairs were flying around the room, but a few well-directed straight-arm jabs laid some brawlers out while the rest rushed for the door. After that the pub became quite respectable – or so the story goes. Another time, a dray horse bolted down Friar Gate towards a busy road junction. Dad ran alongside and pulled the horse’s head down by its reins. He received a police commendation for his quick thinking and was later promoted to sergeant, but never could pass his inspector’s exams. Mum had us all creeping round like mice while he studied for them.


So I was born the son of a boxing champion, on 29 May 1941, having been conceived during the Battle of Britain at the start of a war whose outcome was wholly uncertain. For my parents and the city of Nottingham it was a life-and-death struggle to preserve democracy and civilisation, yet my childhood seemed entirely normal. We lived on the edge of town in a semi-detached house on a cul-de-sac still lit with gas lamps at night, sandwiched between a railway embankment and a disused canal leading west out of the city.


At the end of the road were miles of green fields to roam in and woods in which to make dens and climb trees for hours after school and on fine weekends. Beyond the woods were ponds and scrublands and gangs of youths from other communities who either became instant friends or with whom we fought running battles. There was Wollaton Pit with its slag heaps and workings to explore. Five miles away was the Hemlock Stone, thirty feet high and said to have been thrown by a goblin inhabiting Helsby Crag in Cheshire at his enemy on Nottingham Castle Rock. The stone had fallen short but it provided us with a good objective for long hikes.


Dad had an allotment in farmer Frank Earp’s field only a short walk from our house. It got a direct hit during a bombing raid on 16 November 1940 and became a bomb crater, another casualty of war. In the same raid a bomb landed in the canal pond and though it failed to explode, the impact still sent pike and other fish over houses and on to the road and field. My mother must have found all this quite harrowing, carrying me in her womb without her mother or mother-in-law to help, wondering if she would be a victim of the next air raid. We shared an Anderson shelter of galvanised corrugated steel with next door. The inside was painted white and clay heaped on the outside. It was soon covered with grass and a cascade of aubrietia.


The wailing of sirens had everyone along our road scurrying off, down into their shelters, except for the night of Good Friday 1941, at the bend in the road, when a woman called Maude Tomlinson was caught out and killed as a bomb destroyed her house just a few weeks before I was born. Altogether four houses were rebuilt and were always known as the ‘bombed buildings’.


The worst raid was on the night of 8 to 9 May, when a hundred German aircraft attacked Nottingham, dropping 500 high-explosive bombs and thousands of incendiaries. Bastards! Our road escaped this time but there was terrible carnage in town where the Co-op bakery was hit and forty-nine people killed in the Co-op shelter. The situation at that time was dire. Although the Battle of Britain had been won and the British Empire still covered a quarter of the globe, Britain felt very much alone. The possibility of defeat was in most people’s minds since every time British armed forces met the Germans they got pushed back on land and sea. After the loss of Crete to a smaller German force, it seemed the Germans were unbeatable.


A month after I was born the nation’s situation improved. Hitler launched Operation Barbarossa against the Soviet Union, and in December the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbour, bringing America into the war. Later I asked my parents whether in those dark days of 1940 and 1941 they expected Britain would be defeated. They both said they had every confidence Mr Churchill would pull them through and were quite disgusted when, after the war, he was not re-elected.


Mum boasted I was a strong baby with powerful lungs, able to rock the crib across the bare boards of the bedroom floor from one wall to the other as I screamed for attention between feeds. She said the screaming was awful but Dr Loewenthal, an Austrian Jew who had escaped the Holocaust, warned Mum against spoiling me. Given that I have been screaming for attention ever since, it might be said the doctor had quite an influence on my future life, although not as much as that other Austrian, Adolf Hitler – and his war. Husbands were taken from wives and children into the armed forces, denying sons and daughters the firm hand of a father. I became something of a tearaway and Mum was only too pleased to have me out of house and into the woods and fields beyond.


My parents were immensely proud of their infant son. They entered me in a local baby show in August 1942 when I was fifteen months old. As reported in the Nottingham Journal, I won my category; the actor Tod Slaughter, famous for playing Sweeney Todd, presented me with a rosette and the actress Patricia Hastings gave me a kiss. There was also a cash prize in the form of a National Savings Gift Token sent by post from the secretary of the West Bridgford Urban District Council to ‘Master Douglas Keith Scott as First Prize in the Holiday at Home Week, Bonniest Baby Competition, Class II.’ While some are born famous and some seek fame, others have fame thrust upon them, thanks, in my case, to doting parents. Even though there was a war on and our situation dire, it was a case of keep calm and carry on.


In 1942 Dad was called up into the army, first in a Royal Artillery regiment but later, when his commanding officers recognised his natural sporting talents, transferred to the Army Physical Training Corps for the last three years of the war. Dad wasn’t just a boxer. He played football for Nottingham Boys at Lenton School and made the annual town swim from Wilford Bridge to Trent Bridge. He was an athlete too and later became an official for the Nottingham Amateur Athletics Association. The ideals of amateur sport ran through his veins.


My earliest memories are of Dad returning on leave with his white canvas kitbag in a corner of the hallway and the shiny peak and regimental badge of his army cap on the clothes peg. In 1943 he came home on leave from the army with several wooden toys, including a rocking horse he had made and a sheet of plywood with a quote from Grantland Rice carved into it:


For when the one great scorer comes


To mark against your name


He writes – not that you won or lost –


But how you played the game.


It was the only wall-hanging in my otherwise spartan bedroom and stayed above my bed until I left for college.


I can still picture Dad marching down the road at the end of the war wearing his khaki uniform with his kitbag on his shoulder and being scooped up. I can still feel the rough serge of his battledress top. He was given the usual demob suit. It was pinstripe and had sharp lapels, and came in useful later whenever I went to fancy dress parties as Al Capone.


Although our house was rented and there was no support from family money, I never thought of our family as poor. By careful management of their finances, along with recycling and buying second-hand, my parents were able to provide all the necessities. Their generation was used to frugal living, having vivid memories of the Great Depression of the early 1930s. Compared to the terraced houses my grandparents occupied, we seemed quite well off in our semi-detached.


I remember the blackout curtains and a Morrison shelter – a metal, box-like table – in the middle of the dining room. The walls were a dreary mix of old mustard and green paint but we could draw near to a fire of glowing coke, which was cheaper than coal. Just before bed a shovel of slag, or powdered coal, was heaped on which kept the fire alive until morning, taking the chill out of the air. There was no central heating. Dad fetched the coke from the Radford gasworks, two miles away, carrying the sack over the crossbar of his bike with me sitting on top.


During the war and the period of austerity that followed there was a good deal of mutual support among neighbours and friends who all seemed to take pride in coping, finding a certain dignity in belt-tightening and an egalitarian lifestyle that put everyone in the same boat. The constant worry of war and the rationing of essential items made everyone more equal and the gap between rich and poor seem less.


To celebrate VE Day, the end of hostilities in Europe on 8 May, everyone carried their tables and chairs into the centre of our road and filled them with sandwiches, cakes and jellies. Effigies of Hitler were burned, leaving small craters in the tarmac that got wider and deeper with each passing year. Nottingham had escaped the worst of the bombing with 179 people killed and 350 injured – nothing like the carnage in London, where 50,000 died, and other major cities like Liverpool. There were many British servicemen killed in action and several grieving families on our road. Troops returning home went through a stressful period of readjustment. Mr Boothwright next door came back emaciated from intense fighting in North Africa.


My strongest memory of the war was Lord Haw-Haw being hanged for treason. His strange name stuck in my mind every time he came on the radio with the words, ‘Germany calling, Germany calling,’ denouncing Jews and urging us to surrender. I later discovered he wasn’t English at all, despite the accent, but was in fact an American-born Irishman, William Joyce, who had a terrible scar from ear to mouth from being slashed across the face at a Conservative election rally in the 1920s. The scar split open when he was hanged.


Neighbours were always round to gossip over cups of tea and most evenings play cards on the green baize covering our steel table. All this stopped for the nine o’clock news as everyone listened to the latest progress of our troops in North Africa and Italy and after the Normandy landings in France. The wireless was always on and my parents were avid listeners. Dad’s favourite was Tommy Handley and his ITMA team – It’s That Man Again! I will always associate Sunday roast dinner with Much-Binding-in-the-Marsh, starring Kenneth Horne and Richard Murdoch as senior staff officers battling red tape on a fictional RAF station. When the BBC put on Dick Barton, Special Agent after the war, every child on the street stopped playing just before 6.45 p.m. and rushed indoors to hear ex-commando Captain Richard Barton MC and his friends Jock and Snowy saving the nation night after night. The only problem was the timing; being indoors when it finished at 7 p.m. meant there was little excuse for not being in on time for bath and bed.


Despite the privations of rationing everyone on our road ate well and seemed healthy. With so many children of a similar age, there was an endless series of parties and even with rationing there were always cakes and sandwiches left over and presents and prizes for the winners of musical chairs and pass-the-parcel. Children were given free bottles of cod liver oil and orange juice; once a day I was given a tablespoon full of glutinous Virol, said to be full of essential vitamins and other mysterious ingredients required by the body. Dad was adept at supplementing our meals with venison from Wollaton Park and rabbits and wood pigeon. Being a policeman probably helped with this.


By the end of the long summer holidays we were covered in scratches from gathering blackberries along the railway embankment. Families climbed over their fences, crossed a ditch of stagnant water and waded into the prickly bushes clutching bags and basins before returning with them brimming with fruit. Mum put ours in the sink to soak and drew my attention to the little grubs that had floated out of the berries. It was a sure way to prevent me eating more than I brought home.


Gardening and growing vegetables in allotments was a constant in Dad’s life. He encouraged Mum and later his sons to save every scrap of waste vegetable and other organic matter for the bean trench and compost heap. He grew a huge amount, not only vegetables but also tomatoes and soft fruit, in a relatively small space. I was naturally happiest imitating everything Dad did and was therefore subliminally inducted into gardening at a very early age. My parents fenced off the bottom of the garden for chickens. One Christmas Dad took the cockerel on to his lap and, after stroking it, wrung its neck for dinner, only the bird’s head came off and the cockerel escaped, running around the garden with blood spurting out of its neck.


Early every morning the milkman came up our road in his horse-drawn cart leaving horse muck on the road and bottles of milk on the step. I can still hear the ring of Dad’s shovel on the tarmac, as he rushed out to scoop up precious manure for his vegetables and Mum’s roses. Mum quickly brought the milk into the house since the sparrows and starlings would peck through the cardboard cap to get at the cream. It was the cream Mum was after, to make butter and also cottage cheese after the cream had hung from the clothesline in a muslin bag for a day or two. Another of Mum’s seasonal jobs was blanching the runner beans, before salting them for the winter in large earthenware pots.


Mum was a supervisor at the John Player cigarette factory when she became pregnant with me. Forever after she remained a housewife, always hard at work gardening, cooking, washing and mending clothes on the Singer sewing machine, knitting jumpers or darning socks over a Bakelite mushroom. Apart from visiting Dad at Larkhill near Stonehenge in Wiltshire during the war, Mum had hardly been further away from Nottingham than the east coast. Her world view was constrained by what she read in newspapers, heard on the wireless or gleaned from conversations with friends and neighbours. She put family first and was a little suspicious of everyone beyond it. When I nibbled at the rind on the thick wedges of Cheddar Mum bought, she’d warn me not to do it since ‘niggers had touched it.’ I had no idea what ‘niggers’ were; nor had my mum ever met anyone from Africa.


Every so often gypsies would appear on the road, prompting an encounter between two very different worlds. The gypsies were usually youngish women with dark faces, long black hair and flashing eyes, wearing voluminous skirts, carrying a baby on one arm and a large wicker basket full of clothes pegs in the other. We all stopped play to gather round. Mum usually had a long chat with the gypsy woman who came to our door, before buying some pegs, but there was a sigh of relief when the nomadic gypsies moved on from our community, with its set values and codes of behaviour.


Mum also spoke fearfully of the Earp’s farmhouse where, she said, they had ‘galloping consumption’. She also said it was haunted. Her anxiety impressed me, because I never did go to that farmhouse – not even into their orchard scrumping apples. I listened as Dad passed the time of day with Frank Earp. Frank had led a colourful life travelling around North America before the Great War, where he did some panning for gold. He had also suffered, having lost two daughters to tuberculosis and was later crippled after a dray horse bolted and the cart ran over his legs. After that he turned his tenanted farm into a market garden, letting Dad and other keen gardeners have strips of land at the beginning of hostilities so they could all ‘dig for victory’.


Meals were always eaten sitting around the dining table. There was beef on Sunday with Yorkshire pudding, lots of gravy and our own potatoes and greens, usually followed by bread and butter pudding. There was more beef on Monday, with all the vegetables mixed and fried up as bubble and squeak, a simple meal because Monday was washday. There was enough leftover beef fat and gravy to have bread and dripping sandwiches with lots of salt for a few days. We had liver on Tuesday, tripe and onions on Wednesday, stew or belly pork on Thursday, fish on Friday, sausage and chips on Saturday.


I never tasted cake better than Mum’s flapjack made from treacle. I never had a better dinner than Mum’s stew and dumplings made with parsley and so light and puffy, floating on the gravy; no bread made my mouth water more than Mum’s bread baked in the back oven with the aroma filling the house. I once asked Mum if she could make mashed potatoes like they did for school dinners. ‘How could you like potatoes from processed, powdered potato and not from our own, home-grown potatoes?’ she asked angrily, which made me think.


There was a sudden evacuation of the kitchen when all the hot, sweet rice and milk in Mum’s new pressure cooker came spurting out of a failed valve and hit the ceiling, spraying the whole of the kitchen, including Mum, who then went back to using saucepans. There was always great consternation when the red gas meter, tucked away under the stairs, ran out of shilling pieces and the gas cooker went out, until more shillings were found after rummaging around handbags and coat pockets.


Until her first washing machine arrived, Mum was kept busy boiling clothes in the steaming-hot gas copper, rubbing clothes and sheets down the washboard and finally rinsing off the soap in the dolly tub and putting them through the mangle. Then they were hung out on the clothes line, if it wasn’t raining, otherwise there would be clothes and sheets all over the house. Her workload only increased after my brother Brian arrived in April 1944.


I wasn’t much help, quite the reverse, since I often caused her worry coming in late or going missing for hours at a time. Her constant lament was, ‘You will drive me into Mapperley, Douglas,’ when I finally reappeared, Mapperley being the local lunatic asylum, as such places were then called. The one advantage of Dad being away in the army was the chance for me to snuggle up in bed with Mum when it was freezing out, or after a bad dream, or when miserable with chicken pox. That came to an end when Dad was on leave. I would slip into their bed only for Dad to carry me back to mine, cold and alone in the empty room, cut off and miserable, especially when I had wet the bed. One night Dad gently led me back to bed from the landing where he had found me peeing down the stairs in my sleep.


During the day I went off with the older boys along the canal or to ‘the land of ferns’, as we called it, and beyond to Bilborough and Strelley. I was drawn to open country; looking over the horizon, having unexpected encounters with other children and then, exhausted, finding my way home again. It gave me huge satisfaction. I remember going off with the gang in a new green coat Mum had saved up to buy for my fifth birthday. The older lads had an altercation with a gang of youths on a building site and I got caught in the crossfire, returning home caked in clay and crying with earache. Mum put me to bed with warm olive oil pouring out of my ears on to the pillow and the pain subsided. Mum’s usual remedies were Indian brandy and lemon in hot water for tummy troubles, Vicks and eucalyptus oil for chesty colds and, if that failed, I’d breathe in the steam from a basin of hot water and Friar’s Balsam from under a towel draped over my head.


There were often hushed discussions about diphtheria, scarlet fever, polio and pneumonia, all of them a threat to life and limb – my first playmate, the neighbour’s three-year-old son, Philip Jones, died of pneumonia. In 1941 a patient had been successfully treated with penicillin but it was a few years before it was in common use. However, the National Health Service came into being in 1948 and Mum was quick to take advantage of it, having me admitted to hospital to have my tonsils removed and a year later having my ears syringed. Both have been perforated ever since. I was again admitted into hospital to have my sinuses drained, leaving me with a poor sense of smell.


It was a half-hour walk to the shops and Mum would often persuade Brenda Jones, Philip’s sister, who was quite grown up and lived next door, to take me with her. I would go along on my tricycle, coming back with a stick of liquorice in my teeth, sucking a Sherbet Fountain out of a cardboard tube. Brenda was nine or ten and would tease me on the return journey, threatening to leave me, which had me in floods of tears. Eventually Brenda’s family left, never having got over the loss of Philip during the war. Our new neighbour was a Pole, Val Maciejewski, and his English wife Hazel. Val had fought for the Allies during the war and was now a hard-working electrician at Castle Donington power station.


I often walked with my father up to the Raleigh Bicycle Company’s playing field where Dad was allowed to use the sporting facilities for training. In 1945 he had become British heavyweight amateur boxing champion and had set his sights on the 1948 Olympic Games. I would sit in the gym with its smell of leather punchbags as Dad and others slogged away at the big body-sized bags or rapidly pounded the smaller, rounder leather balls at head height, as they sprang back and forth. Skipping ropes swished through the air, flicking the boards, raising chalk dust as weightlifters hissed and groaned under their burden. I overhead the frightful tale of the groundsman rushed to hospital after a rat ran up one trouser leg, bit him between the legs and then ran down the other.


Eventually Dad had to come to terms with his age and the fact his wife wasn’t happy about him continuing to box; for a short time, it was a source of heated arguments. Mum was genuinely worried that Dad would suffer permanent injury since he was now boxing at heavyweight despite trying to diet down to light-heavyweight. So Dad gave up his Olympic ambitions for Mum and his family. At the end of every week he would put all his wages on the kitchen table for Mum to distribute.


I was sometimes taken to see Dad box in ‘exhibition bouts’ with famous professionals of the time, Freddie Mills and Bruce Woodcock. This was usually in aid of local charities and to promote upcoming bouts. I became aware of the clear distinction between an amateur and a professional; there was always the underlying assumption that those who boxed for money were not quite kosher – not true sportsmen. I don’t recall Dad making a big thing about it, beyond mentioning it in general conversation with friends. He was visibly disappointed if boxers, footballers or any other sporting personalities were featured in the newspapers for scandalous reasons. That was letting the sport down.


I would sometimes walk alongside Mum pushing Brian in the pram around Wollaton Park, a journey of about four miles. Wollaton Park was a wonderful asset to the city with a seven-mile boundary wall that, according to Dad, took one bricklayer and his two apprentices seven years, seven months and seven days to build. There had been 2,000 American paratroopers camped on the park ready for D-Day and towards the end of the war we would see Italian and German prisoners of war lined up for exercise or being marched off to work on community projects.


The centrepiece of the park was the Elizabethan Wollaton Hall, set on a man-made hill and sold to the city in 1925 by Lord Middleton to become a natural history museum. During good winters the grounds around the hall were a mecca for sledging, with parents and children trudging across the snow-covered fields from all the housing estates around about. There were also avenues of mature chestnut trees, and in the autumn, first with Dad and then with friends, we would scout around for perfectly weighted sticks to throw at the prickly fruit to knock it off. We’d take the chestnuts home and roast them on the fire, or in one of our dens.


In 1946 I started Harrow Road primary school. The reception class teacher was Mrs Perrins, whose husband went down with his ship after being torpedoed by a U-boat. I remember the polished desks, the green checked tablecloths for when we had morning milk and lunch, the wooden bricks and Bakelite tubes. There was Annette Burton who couldn’t stop crying, a boy with greasy black hair who wouldn’t stop bullying and the screeching of chalk on board that made me shudder. We chanted the times tables, the only useful thing I learned in class. Mum had me learning the alphabet, which I would recite to Dad when he came home on leave; that helped me to read before I went to school. But I was never among the clever pupils, who were asked to write the number of milk bottles required on a slate and put it outside the classroom door.


Nor was I the best-behaved pupil, certainly not in the eyes of the school dinner lady, Mrs Wall. Mum cycled to school one day to give me a message and asked Mrs Wall if she knew where I was. ‘If you ever find that little bugger, keep him away from me,’ she said. Mum questioned me later about this but I honestly had no idea what I’d done. Maybe I just had too much energy. I was forever running around the school playing fields, flowerbeds and outbuildings, one of a gang of kids in perpetual motion, chasing each other. The only time I sat still was when the teacher, for half an hour a day, read from Hans Christian Andersen. The whole class would sit rapt in the story; I have the clearest memory of those wonderful readings – like a familiar taste or smell.


In the terrible winter of 1947 the snow was so deep it blocked our road completely and so we couldn’t get to school for three weeks. That was a magical time. I remember constant hot aches, building giant snowmen, igloos and a huge barricade, which survived long after the rest of the snow had gone. Dad persuaded the local blacksmith to make me a sledge with tubular steel runners that was incredibly fast. I had great fun whizzing past and flipping over other sleds, but then picked the wrong lad, as his brother, a huge, ginger-haired youth, boxed my ears. I often took things a little too far.


When the big thaw came, the River Trent poured over its banks, flooding most of the low-lying area of The Meadows. Turgid river water came up through the sewers, flooding Grandma’s house at Queen’s Grove without warning. The first Roy knew of it was waking to hear the kitchen table banging on the kitchen ceiling underneath his bed as it bobbed up and down. Gran started downstairs and on the first step put her foot into the cold water. Dad reached the back of the house in a rowing boat to retrieve the more valuable items of furniture but most of it was ruined. Roy came to stay with us at Wollaton and after a few days the water subsided. Everyone got stuck into shovelling and bucketing out the mud. There was no insurance; the only help came from family, friends and neighbours.


To keep me out of trouble, Mum persuaded Dad to take me with him to watch Notts County at Meadow Lane when he was on match duty. I settled into the crowd of men in their cloth caps and long gabardine macs. Tommy Lawton was playing for County, and every time he did something exciting the men beside me would leap off the benches. I soon lost interest and reached into my old gas mask case for the sandwiches that Mum had packed only to find that the top had come off the orange juice bottle and everything was soggy. The whole experience was miserable; I never watched league football from the terraces again.


I fared better at Nottingham Ice Rink. Dad was on duty again and had inveigled a ticket for me on the front row to watch the Harlem Globetrotters give a demonstration of basketball. To my amazement and embarrassment, the star of the show, known as ‘Goose’, loped across and pulled me on to the court to demonstrate the set shot at the basket. I remember his huge, long fingers. He told me to put my little ones down each side of the ball, bring it down between my legs and throw it up towards the basket. I watched the ball’s trajectory as it flew through the hoop, earning me huge applause.


That summer I turned seven, but before transferring from Harrow Road school to Robert Shaw Primary, our year was lined up en masse for a half-mile running race. This was the first time the staff had us competing against each other. The emphasis in school so far had always been self-improvement; the better pupils were simply examples to be emulated. I was way out in front, galloping along, when Mick Palmer, a much smaller boy, came racing past like a little steam engine. How could a smaller boy beat me? Mick’s speed and determination impressed me such that I always respected him and never underestimated other competitors thereafter. Mick and I were way out in front of the rest of the children and we were both lionised so, even though second, I was suddenly a bit of a star – there was no longer the need for me to seek attention by doing crazy things. I once ran through the open-air lavatory area and slipped on some wet concrete, bashing my head on a washbasin. Since I saw stars I made quite a meal of it, pretending to be unconscious until a group gathered, including my teachers. They pulled me back on my feet with instructions not to waste their time – again – so no ambulance then!


Our parents often bicycled the three miles to Trent Lock and Beeston where Mum’s Aunt Edie lived in a big townhouse. To ease her parents’ financial burden, Mum had spent most of her formative years being brought up by her Aunt Edie and her husband Walter. My little brother Brian sat on Mum’s bike and up until that summer I travelled on Dad’s crossbar. Now I was seven, I had my own small bicycle. Aunt Edie lived with Great-Grandma Sanson who was well into her nineties. There was a huge Victoria plum tree in the garden with fruit so big and juicy my mouth waters at the memory.


Great-Grandma had been born in the 1850s and dressed in the Edwardian style with lace-up boots, long black sateen skirts, a pinafore and a white, crimped collar. It occurred to me later that she must have known someone born in the middle of the eighteenth century, since her own great-grandmother had lived to a great age; the past is always close behind. She was a wonderful pastry cook, always dishing out slices of apple pie and she usually sent us home with half a crown.


In the kitchen, behind a heavy curtain hanging from a wooden pole, was the door to the cellar. Plucking up courage while everyone was talking, I went down the cellar steps with the help of a little light filtering through the wrought-iron coal grating. I felt like an explorer, pushing into the unknown, opening chests and cases to see what I could find. Then the cellar door opened and Great-Grandma called down the steps: ‘Joe Lob lives down there, Douglas!’ and then she slammed the door shut. I was back up those stone steps as fast as my little seven-year-old legs would carry me.
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Doting parents in the back garden of 174 Charlbury Road in June 1941. The railway embankment and Dad’s bean poles in the background.
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‘Master Douglas Keith Scott, First Prize in the Holiday at Home Week, Bonniest Baby Competition, Class II.’
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The Charlbury Road VE Day party. Mum is standing second from right, and Brenda Jones is the fourth child back facing the camera on the left-hand side of the table.
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Dad in a boxing pose, with the Army Physical Training Corps badge on his vest. He was British Army boxing champion in 1945.
















– Chapter 2 –


The Canal
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Mum and Scotty by Wollaton Canal, with ‘Halfway House’ in the background.











From the changing of the teeth … to puberty at 13, 14 or 15 the life forces are made available for thinking, memory and imagination. Thought forces … are not of an intellectual nature.


The Number Seven, A.E. Abbot


The feeling appropriate to an infant in arms is his feeling of rightness or essential goodness … Without that conviction, a human being of any age is crippled by a lack of confidence, of a full sense of self, of spontaneity, of grace … A person without this sense often feels there is an empty space where he ought to be. Many a life is spent in seeking nothing much more than proof that one exists. Racing-car drivers, mountain climbers, war heroes and other daredevils who flirt with death by predilection are often only trying to feel, by contrasting it as closely as they can with its opposite, that they are, in fact, alive.


The Continuum Concept, Jean Liedloff


Now the war with Hitler was over, the fight for social justice began; it felt as though utopia was just around the corner. Whether such optimism was justified, there was no going back to pre-war polarities. In December 1942, when I was a toddler, the momentous Beveridge Report was published, the foundation stone of the welfare state. The report identified the five evils facing the British people – squalor, ignorance, want, idleness and disease – and would have far-reaching implications for all walks of life. The report was almost universally popular with the public who were promised an extension of National Insurance and creation of the National Health Service as a reward for the sacrifices everyone was making to win the war.


The terraced houses off Nottingham’s Radford Bridge Road had been built for coal miners at Radford Colliery and factory workers at Raleigh and John Player. Radford was one of the more deprived districts of Nottingham. Only a generation before I was born, scores of inhabitants in these slum areas died of enteritis and typhoid; the back-to-back houses had no proper sanitation facilities, only the ‘privy midden’ system, which didn’t get rid of the waste properly. Sanitation had improved but conditions were still pretty grim, as Alan Sillitoe described in his autobiographies and the 1958 novel Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. As late as 1937 a quarter of the city’s households had an income of less than £1. 10s. a week, wages far below cities of similar size. Children were expected to leave school as soon as possible to help contribute. Many families managed on scraps, spoilt fruit and stale bread. Infant mortality was above the national average.


To get to the shops we had to go along Radford Bridge Road and close to these terraces. Their cobbled streets were full of life, especially on sunny days, with dozens of street urchins running about, young mothers pushing prams and old folks sitting outside on the front steps. I was fascinated but Mum was not impressed; she constantly reminded me to keep away or I would get nits in my hair, impetigo and, even worse, tuberculosis.


Charlbury Road was new, built through a field that stretched for a mile up from Radford Bridge Road all the way to Woodyard Lane. When war broke out, the road was only three-quarters complete and building stopped just four doors up from our house. Each semi-detached had a front and back garden with net curtains and an aspidistra. The community was determinedly lower-middle class. Mrs Griffiths at the fish and chip shop on Radford Bridge Road reminded me of this whenever I was boisterous or impatient waiting in the queue: ‘I thought you people off Charlbury Road had better manners than that.’ Sometimes she’d add: ‘and isn’t your dad a police sergeant as well?’


There was much on our road that helped form my view of the world. Mr Smith, in the house opposite, who cycled to and from the Raleigh bike factory every day, was made foreman of his department. From then on his health deteriorated and he looked increasingly worn out; within a year his hair had gone completely white. Gossip had it that, having been taken from the shop floor and put in charge, his former workmates had turned their backs on him, hardly speaking to him. It was like a scene from I’m All Right, Jack.


Three doors down, Mr Lake was made redundant from his job in an insurance office. He had been there all his working life but now, in his mid-fifties, found himself on the scrap heap – and depressed. Dad persuaded him to take an interest in helping out as an official at athletics events in an effort to draw him out. Sadly, a year or two later, he died of lung cancer. Dad was always taking on projects and helping friends and neighbours. He became editor of the Police Bulletin, which occupied a lot of his time since he found writing hard and spelling harder still, another of his characteristics I inherited.


Mum liked everything to be new, which was a nuisance being short of funds. She pestered Dad to put hardboard down the length of the doors and up the staircase to hide the ornamental mouldings. They only gathered dust, she said. Dad’s workshop was where our weapons were made: swords, shields, catapults, bows, arrows, quivers, even a crossbow and an Indian headdress. We’d get feathers for arrow flights and headdresses from swans’ nests along the canal, but the really big ones required our gang to lure a swan with bits of bread and then one of us, usually me, would yank a tail feather out while it was distracted. It would then rear up, flapping its wings and threatening us.


I am amazed more kids didn’t lose an eye; so many of our playthings were projectiles of one sort or another, particularly bows and arrows, the head of the arrow weighted with electrician’s tape holding a nail in place. There were pea-shooters, elastic bands with folded paper pellets, cork spring-loaded popguns, and airguns, which were usually kept under parental control. Dad had a small armoury of starting pistols for athletics events, which should have been kept well away from me. Galloping across the lawn one day, like a cowboy at the pictures, the gun went off. The bullet just missed my brother Brian’s head and buried itself deep in the coalhouse door. I was so shocked at my stupidity I never fired a pistol again.


Our houses were built on Keuper marl, a clay that we rolled into balls the size of a marble and then baked on an open fire. These we used as catapult ammunition. Fireworks were available in the weeks before bonfire night and we’d lash bangers to arrows and fire them off in all directions. One irate neighbour screamed at us: ‘It’s like being back in the Blitz!’ We also bundled them together like sticks of dynamite, and set them off under steel dustbin lids, which blew into the air higher than the street lamps.


With not much money about, we had to be imaginative and make our own playthings. An old treacle tin with holes punched through the sides and a long wire loop was all we needed to make a ‘winter warmer’. We’d fill the tin with hot coals from the fire and swing it around faster and faster until it really glowed. Most summer evenings there would be kids playing cricket on the street, or games like ‘stringy dobby’ and ‘hot rice’, played with a ball that once caught me on the ear leaving me deaf for a week. There were skipping ropes stretched right across the cul-de-sac and kids chanting the rhythm as we waited to take our turn, games of hopscotch and marbles, spinning tops and flying kites.


Parents, busy in their homes or gardens, were only too pleased to see the back of us. Time passed so quickly; full of imagination and always active, we created our world, so much so that we ate well, slept well and could hardly wait to meet up the next day: John, Audrey, Lesley, Michael, Bill, Janice, Tony Squires and Jennifer Lowe – especially Jennifer, a kindred spirit, a bit of a tomboy, full of life and ready for any adventure across the fields or along the canal. The only distraction was Dick Barton.


At weekends I was up at the crack of dawn knocking on doors, getting the gang together, often too early for some mothers, who would lean out of upstairs windows with their hair in curlers, yelling that their son or daughter was still asleep. I came to understand that everyone was different. What interested one friend left another bored. I learnt to give and take and had less trouble as the rough edges were knocked off my character. I was made to see the folly of self-importance, of being jealous, of lying and being unreliable during the course of our play. Little by little it became apparent that if we wanted to build a den or go on a journey, it worked better if we cared for one another.


There were exciting play areas close to our road, like the railway embankment, where we’d dig tunnels, or clambering around the canal locks, building rafts and fishing the ponds. The canal ran parallel to our road and the gardens from the houses on the opposite side to ours stretched right up to the canal bank. Completed in 1796, it had once brought coal into Nottingham and also timber, iron, stone and corn as well as passengers. South of Nottingham the canal had taken away night soil from Nottingham privies to fertilise the Vale of Belvoir. Our part of the canal was known as Wollaton Flight since the topography required several lock gates to lift the barges uphill.


The canal was built to last: the monumental walls and massive timbers of the lock gates and the wrought-ironwork of the sluice gates blended into the landscape as if they had been shaped together. All the ashlar stonework slotted together with the minimum of mortar; today it is still perfectly set and may prove to be as long-lasting as the Inca masonry at Machu Picchu. Even as a boy, I was aware of the workmanship on the overflow culverts, the canal bridge and lock gates. Compared to our 1939 home and all the prefabricated houses springing up around Bilborough, it was like clambering over the pyramids.


The canal was for us as important as the sea is for those living on the coast. Dad would sometimes climb down to the base of the lock gate to collect watercress for the table or for Mum to make into soup. Someone was always falling in and getting stuck in the mud but no one actually drowned. Walking back from the shops one day, via the Radford Bridge Road locks, Dad and I were approached by a group of young children who told Dad one of their brothers was missing. They thought he had fallen into the canal by the lock gate on his tricycle. Dad stripped down to his underpants and slipped into the cold, murky water, swimming down to the muddy bed of the canal, feeling around the sluice gate then coming up for air before going back down but without finding the boy or his tricycle. It turned out to be a false alarm; the child had gone home unannounced.


The canal was where I found out a lot about myself; it was where my personal qualities were put on trial, my essential nature and everything I had become – and always beyond the eyes and ears of parents and neighbours. It was where I met children from other areas of Nottingham, since the towpath was a popular route in and out of the city, and where I learned about the strangeness of the world, and its injustices.


As summer wore on, the canal became shallow, with dragonflies skimming the water and kingfishers diving into holes in the canal banks, and the numbers of frogs and toads increased. One day, I watched the lad who delivered papers from our newsagent standing above some frogs, firing his catapult at them, one after the other, pulling the elastic right back and letting go the stone, splattering frogs all over the place. I asked him if he wasn’t being cruel; he said it didn’t matter since animals don’t have feelings. He was from the estate on the other side of the canal and as he headed home with his friend Baz Ingle, he fired his catapult across the canal hitting me on the temple. I dropped to my knees, quite stunned, as Baz shouted: ‘You’ll live Scotty!’ I did, but knew I was lucky not to be blinded in one eye. Baz went on to become a prominent rock climber in North Wales.


During the hot summer months, kids from Gate Street came to ‘our’ lock trying to set fire to the tar-coated timbers, which seemed quite wrong to me. I was foolish enough to say so and one of the gang, a lad much smaller than me, though he looked tough and was smoking a cigarette, asked me if I was from Charlbury Road. I told him I was, at which point he advised me it was none of my business and stubbed his cigarette out on my bare chest. I was so staggered that I just looked down at my burnt flesh, speechless, unable to take in such a nonchalant act of aggression. I asked him why; he simply shrugged his shoulders, looked me straight in the eye and said he felt like it. I turned away, unable to take it in. His mates thought it hilarious.


During the summer, we’d migrate along the canal up to the spoil heaps at Wollaton pit. Some of the earliest coal mining in Britain took place here, and further west, especially from ‘bell’ pits around Cossall. The very first railway – the Wollaton Wagonway – was constructed here in the early seventeenth century with horse-drawn wagons on wooden rails to take coal down to the River Trent. The Willoughby family used the profits to pay for Wollaton Hall. In my day, coal trains regularly took a spur off the main line into Wollaton Colliery. The engine drivers allowed us up into their steam engines to admire the shiny brass dials and valves, to pull the whistle and shovel coal into the roaring firebox. Once in a while they would take us down the line and drop us off near our road. With the railways recently nationalised and in public ownership, maybe the drivers thought they might as well let us on board.


How wonderful it was to go out of the gate, up the road to the cut and beyond. A really big outing, on foot or bicycle, was to continue well past the colliery and Martin’s Pond to Bramcote Hills. Situated on the roadside of Stapleford Hill was the spectacular Hemlock Stone. On the north side of the hill was an old quarry with a thirty-foot cave at its base. All in all it was a wonderful objective and place to explore. The Hemlock Stone makes a big impression on anyone seeing it for the first time, a thirty-foot monolith of red rock. Bare to the elements, weathering along its bedding planes enables easy climbing low down but up above the rock is capped with harder, black rock overhanging the base. Since the protecting cap contains barium sulphate, it is thought to have been the remnants of an ancient dried-up salt pan. It was only after several visits that I managed to stand on the top for the climbing was quite strenuous and getting back down was even more difficult since it was hard to place feet under the overhang. Along with the canal the Hemlock Stone was forever etched into my memory, as it must be for many Nottingham folk.


I was also drawn to a knobbly old oak that reached out over the canal and was taller than our house. It had clearly lured many a Nottingham youth into its branches. Steps had been chopped into the trunk but bark had grown back into the scars. It was possible to use them to reach a dead branch, five metres above the footpath. That branch, rubbed marble smooth by generations of young hands, was the key to the oak. I went there often, with boys older and bolder who dared to swing up and out on to the highest branches, seemingly oblivious to the drop below. This is my earliest recollection of consciously facing up to the fear of falling, urged on by what others were doing. Despite my apprehension, it was a good feeling to stretch growing muscles. I sat for hours high up that oak, shaded from the summer heat, the humid air scented with its leaves, watching couples walking underneath along the towpath. I came to understand why the oak was so sacred to the Celts who considered it the most powerful of trees with as much of it above ground as below. It was a miserable day when they filled in the canal and cut down the oak to make way for more suburbs. I felt quite upset, perplexed that someone might not want that tree in their back garden.


Nottingham changed utterly as I grew up. The Collin’s Almshouses on Friar Lane were pulled down to create Maid Marian Way. It seemed grotesque to me to use such a legendary name for a dual carriageway. By the 1960s the results of the 1949 Housing Act could be seen in Nottingham; the slums were gone, but the new high-rise flats had become slums in the sky. In the late 1960s, people wept in the street as The Black Boy Hotel in the centre of town was pulled down. An iconic Gothic Revival gem designed by Watson Fothergill, the hotel was among the best in town, hosting stars like Laurence Olivier and Gregory Peck. Despite a vigorous campaign, it fell to the contractor’s wrecking ball and was replaced by a utilitarian Littlewoods store. There was very little that was constructed during the 1950s and 1960s that anyone would want to preserve for posterity. The council squandered the chance to build a better city by conserving the best of its heritage and planning more thoughtfully for the future.


Slum clearance in Radford began in the late 1950s and included Arthur Terrace, where Grandma Scott lived. She was moved out to Balloon Woods on the outskirts of Wollaton, to a new estate of prefabricated high-rise flats and walkways that proved a complete failure. There were construction faults that were left to deteriorate; graffiti sprouted everywhere and with it crime and vandalism. After only twenty years they were demolished, by which time Gran had died, of old age, in her eighties.


Another casualty of the slum clearance was the demise of the intimate social life of areas like Radford, Sneinton and especially St Ann’s; crime and vandalism were kept under control through close contact between one family and the next. For fifteen years, the social worker and broadcaster Ray Gosling campaigned on behalf of St Ann’s residents, battling with city planners against the wholesale destruction of these areas of the city bustling with life and vitality. Without Gosling’s intervention there would not have been any of the selective demolition and simple improvements that made this ‘new urbanism’ more tolerable.


The open country where we used to roam rapidly disappeared. Frank Earp’s field was sold in 1949 so Charlbury Road could finally be extended right up to Woodyard Lane. Not long after, the Earps’ ancient, three-storey farm, known as Halfway House, was demolished to make way for a sports ground with a six-foot fence around it. The hills stretching out towards Bilborough and Strelley – the ‘land of ferns’ – became warehouses and residential estates of prefabricated houses thrown up to replace bomb-damaged buildings for demobbed servicemen and evacuees from the slum clearances.


So the building site became our new playground. In the evening, after the workers left, we moved in. Early one Sunday, finding the compound open, we commandeered wooden scaffolding poles, boxes of nails and barrels to build a big raft. We worked all day and into the evening, but the craft was too big to get through the canal bank hedge. That is where the builders found it next morning, stuck wedged in the hedge, and I was swiftly identified as the chief architect.


I seemed to be in trouble a lot. We got a visit from the railway police after extending our den in the embankment right under the track, trying to link up with friends on the other side. Although the embankment was covered in brambles and bushes, the amount of soil piling up had attracted attention. For a time the embankment was out of bounds, so no more putting pennies on the line to retrieve them later, wafer thin, after the trains had squashed them; no more shortcuts over the tracks to visit friends.


There was also a visit from the local bobby. He spotted us scrumping apples and gave chase on his bicycle. We broke into a run, ten delinquents throwing apples and pears from inside our shirts all over the road to slow him down as he pedalled furiously after us. That afternoon he paid a visit to my parents, which was just as embarrassing for the young constable as it was for my father since he was the young man’s sergeant. Luckily the owner didn’t press charges and we all got off with a warning.


Sometimes Dad would take me into the shed to cane my backside. It was more symbolic than painful, done to appease Mum because I’d been cheeky or ignored her. If it was more serious, like the visit from the local policeman, then Dad warned me he could lose his job if his superiors knew he couldn’t control his own family. I can see now, under the circumstances, he was very tolerant of my behaviour. He did well never to seriously lose his temper. He didn’t have an easy time, especially when working nightshifts. He would cycle home at six in the morning, soaking wet and full of cold to sit in front of the fire, feet in a bowl of hot water and mustard with a towel over his head, breathing in steam and Friar’s Balsam.


When I was seven, for the next four years Dad worked away during the week at Sutton-in-Ashfield Police Training Centre. Being a policeman, we had a telephone and could speak to Dad every day. He was now a sergeant instructor, popular with recruits and colleagues alike. Brian and I loved visiting because there were so many facilities – like professional archery equipment. Mum was introduced to the hierarchy, right up to the chief. She never seemed comfortable with the officers’ wives, especially those with big, confident smiles; Mum’s teeth were small and uneven, something I inherited from her. I know how inhibiting that can be.


Mum was intimidated by displays of wealth and those who talked in ‘lah-di-dah’ accents. Despite her discomfort, she persisted in making incursions into higher echelons of society, determined to make a better life for us. Perhaps because Dad was away so much, Mum was more fraught than usual and less forgiving of my anti-social behaviour. Then, in 1952, our younger brother Garry arrived and she was ever busier. Feeling superfluous to requirements I decided to leave home. I sewed extra-long straps on to my rucksack so I could put a kitbag on top for all the food and other items I would need to survive on my own. When I announced I was off, Mum and Dad said they would help me pack. I never got past the front gate.


From the age of eight, I had a phase of collecting things, starting with train numbers. With my copy of the Ian Allan locomotives guide, I’d take off with friends to Victoria Station in town, bustling with passengers under its cavernous roof of glass and iron – like a cathedral. The giant locomotives pulled in, hissing jets of steam and clouds of sulphurous smoke that tasted salty and gritty. I remember the firemen, with their smoke-blackened faces, working on the engines, the shiny pistons and their oily housings painted red and green. We would talk to the driver, his white teeth gleaming from his grimy face. There was the rumble of porters’ drays clanking along the uneven, platform flags and passengers coming and going with their leather suitcases. Then the stationmaster sent the leviathan on its way with a loud, shrill whistle and a wave of his red flag, south to London or north to Sheffield.


Stamp collecting followed, and then I got interested in cigarette cards. Dad had boxes of cigarette cards he collected in the 1920s when his father ran a public house at Newmarket. (He also collected coshes and knuckledusters from Nottingham criminals, poachers and other assorted miscreants. It was a fearsome collection rightly kept locked away from my inquisitive little hands.) Sadly, over the years, Dad’s cards dwindled away, lost by me in flicking competitions or swopped for more exciting fare such as sweets or comics. By the 1940s the only cigarette company producing cards was Turf and the main source were the dustbins behind the Crown Hotel on Middleton Boulevard. I had to climb over a ten-foot wall on the way to school to rummage through them. I also collected comics, particularly The Rover and Hotspur, which required a lot of swopping and cajoling. I was riveted by characters like Dan Dare and The Mekon and could hardly wait for the next week’s edition of the Eagle.


In July 1949, along with every other child my age along our road, I moved to Robert Shaw Primary, built to accommodate the recent surge in population. Mrs Webb, the headmistress, asked me to stand up in school assembly to read out the chorus of a song from the blackboard. I had to walk right up to it before I could read what was written; to my embarrassment I was told to get my eyesight tested. I was found to be short-sighted and after a few weeks was fitted out with National Health spectacles. Needing glasses was as much a problem for Dad as it was for me. Mother, looking on the bright side, said at least I didn’t need a big square of white cloth stuck over one eye. So many children in our school did seem to have a ‘lazy’ eye. A lot of them had purple-coloured ointment on their cheeks to cure ringworm, while some had callipers, having suffered rickets or polio. Mum put it to Dad that I might not have wanted to be a boxer or a policeman anyway.


Like most children I responded to teachers who were enthusiastic, but teaching a class of forty-eight children must have been hard; discipline was strict and the leather strap often used. For a short while we had an American exchange teacher who taught music, introducing us to traditional English and American folk songs like ‘The Drunken Sailor’ and ‘Pick a Bale of Cotton’. I loved singing and became ‘a valued member of the choir’, according to my 1951 school report. That was down to the teacher. She was a breath of fresh air, far less stuffy and threatening than her British colleagues, one of whom would creep up from behind me and then clout the back of my head.


The deputy headmaster, Mr Crooks, was a tall man with a long face and dark greasy hair combed straight back over his pointed head. He hated anyone being even five minutes late and would lay into them, girls included, pulling up their gymslips to slap the back of their legs with his bare hands. It was quite frightening to watch, never mind being on the receiving end. Those children given tokens for free dinners were the ones ‘Crooksie’ punished most. Mum talked of those children in pitying tones. I couldn’t understand it; I thought they were lucky to be given dinners free of charge.


Playing the huntsman in the school’s production of Snow White, I fell head over heels for the star. Alas, she didn’t reciprocate my feelings, so I forgot my disappointment by playing for the school football team. My ability wasn’t great but my fitness was high. We had to be fit living on Charlbury Road; it was reputed to be the longest cul-de-sac in the country. School was about two miles away and although Mum gave me bus fare, each lunchtime I would be first out of school, racing down the roads, alternately sprinting and jogging between lamp posts, along Woodyard Lane over Tin Bridge and down through the new housing estate and into the house, breathlessly asking Mum the time to see if I was any faster than the day before. After lunch I would race the two miles back to school just for the sake of enjoying the feel of my body moving without effort, having saved a couple of pence each way. I seemed full of energy but was often getting into trouble, misbehaving to get attention.


Academic work was not so easy. In my last year at primary school it was made clear that if I didn’t work harder I wouldn’t pass the eleven-plus exam. The stakes couldn’t be higher. Success meant grammar school. Failure meant Cottesmore Secondary Modern School for Boys, which had a grim reputation. On the first day new boys were thrown into bramble bushes. Consequently, my schoolwork improved although as the headmistress wrote in my final report: ‘although still below average I am pleased with the wonderful progress Douglas has made these last nine months. He is a completely changed boy … He has become more sensible … now carry on the good work at your next school.’ I had been given responsibilities, prefect duties and so on, and had responded to their confidence in me.


I still failed the eleven-plus, much to the disappointment of my parents. The day came, after the summer holidays, when we all walked down the road as usual but this time some turned left at Radford Bridge Road to High Pavement Grammar School, while the rest of us turned right to catch the trolleybus to Cottesmore Secondary Modern. I think Dad was particularly upset I was not considered grammar-school material, especially as most of the children on our road did pass. Now that Dad had given up competitive sport and almost everything else for the family, he naturally had high hopes for his eldest son.


I learned a lot from Dad and imitated much that he did. He would sit me on the crossbars of his bicycle and take me down our road giving a cheery greeting and a wave to everyone we met. Sure enough, when I got my own bike and cycled down the road to school or to the shops I too would shout a cheery ‘Good morning!’ My parents were complimented on having such a polite son.


If he wasn’t working, Dad was on call to rescue wellington boots from the canal bed or recover my sheath knife from the building-site privy. Just before I started at Cottesmore, he had to rush me to the doctor’s with a deep cut in my thumb that needed stitches. The only advantage of having a huge dressing on my hand was that the older children at Cottesmore agreed to let me off being thrown into the ‘prickle bushes’ since I was clearly already injured.


Dad taught Brian and me a brand of unarmed combat – what we should do if someone attacked us. He was a good teacher, unsurprisingly given that he taught young police cadets the same skills. At Cottesmore, a gangly, red-faced boy called Clem, who slavered when he spoke, grabbed me from behind, wrapping his arm tightly round my neck. Without thinking I put both hands on his arms, held tight, pulled down and leaned forward. Clem went right over my head in a spectacular arc to land on his back. There was loud cheering from previous victims and from then on I was left alone. I could live on my reputation from that one very satisfying move I learned from Dad.


He also taught me to swim so I wouldn’t drown in the canal. I learned at the Victoria Baths where ‘Torpedo’ Tom Blower swam, a Nottingham lad who worked at John Player and smashed the record for swimming the Channel. In 1947 he became the first person to swim between Ireland and Scotland. Dad introduced me to Tom and I got his autograph, but he died in 1955 from a heart attack aged just forty-one years old. I loved swimming and was school champion every year until I left. Dad faithfully cut out newspaper articles from the Nottingham Evening Post and Nottingham Guardian about my swimming successes, just as he did for everything else.


Dad was meticulous in recording family life, lining us up on holiday to have our picture taken, insisting that everyone was smiling before he pressed the shutter. For my first twelve years, our family holiday was always taken on the east coast between Ingoldmells and Skegness. Etched in my memory are images of dozens of children watching enthralled as Punch and Judy were horrible to each other; the long lines of bony, moth-eaten donkeys crossing the sands, bells jingling; playing cricket with Dad; and rounders with Mum while Grandma Scott sat on her blanket watching. There were bus trips along Sunset Boulevard to Butlin’s Holiday Camp where we heard Vera Lynn singing ‘Auf Wiederseh’n, Sweetheart’, the bestselling record of 1952. There was the early morning ritual of collecting mushrooms from dewy fields, playing with Charlbury Road friends, John Bradley, Jennifer Lowe and Tony Squires, and meeting lads with strange accents from other towns. For the whole fortnight we went barefoot, the soles of our feet becoming as hard as nails. We’d return home as brown as berries – the hallmark of a good holiday, according to Mum.


Perhaps because the car was too full, or I was fed up with Mum and Dad wrangling, or just for the adventure, when I was twelve I announced I was going to cycle the eighty-four miles to Ingoldmells. My bike lacked gears but it was mostly flat, apart from the Lincolnshire Wolds, and I was able to cope, standing up on the pedals when necessary. I had a pump and a puncture outfit, a bottle of Tizer and sandwiches and cake that Mum had packed for me. I arrived by lunchtime at the bungalow feeling very superior, although it was reassuring to see Mum and Dad en route just after passing Lincoln.


That summer, my parents rented their first television set to watch the coronation, on 2 June 1953. That morning the news also broke that Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay had climbed Mount Everest. It barely made an impression on me. We were too busy at home preparing to celebrate with another street party. (We were all given a flag to wave.) The following year, the whole school, like so many others, was taken to the Albert Hall to listen to Sir John Hunt tell us about the climb. Like the news itself, this wasn’t, as it was for others, a life-changing moment for me. I was so restless that the teacher in charge of our class warned me that if I didn’t sit still and behave myself I would be sent out.


The television arrived in time for a host of neighbours to crowd into our living room to watch the FA Cup Final between Blackpool and Bolton Wanderers. Thanks to the determination and skill of Stanley Matthews, Blackpool won four goals to three. Stanley Matthews was held as a role model for children, not least by my parents. He didn’t smoke, never drank and was never even booked, let alone sent off, in his entire career. He trained hard, played hard and never lost his temper.


I, on the other hand, around the age of thirteen, was punished every week at school. The only question in our minds when sent to the headmaster’s study was: would it be the strap or the cane? With the strap across your hand, nothing could be done to make it easier. With the cane across the bottom, there was the chance to lessen the pain by wearing extra PE shorts or by quickly pushing two jotters down my underpants. Most of my misdemeanours were me seeking attention, although a few teachers were decidedly eccentric and some had a sadistic streak. Our French teacher Mr Dixon, known as ‘Dicko’, would stick a pin down the end of his pencil and then sit at his desk while he cleaned wax out of his ears on to his newspaper, before blowing the wax all over Victor Dunn who sat opposite. He called Victor ‘Victor Victorious’ since he could remember more verbs than anyone else. After French we went next door to have English with Mr ‘Jock’ Gallagher who patrolled the lesson with a leather strap in his right hand. A brave George Bates once told Jock that another boy had peed his pants. A stream of urine was flowing across the dusty parquet between the desks. Jock asked him why he hadn’t gone to the lavatory. The class replied ‘Dicko’ wouldn’t let him so Jock went next door for a heated discussion with Dicko. George was particularly pleased; at every opportunity Dicko would address him, with a smirk, as Master Bates.


A gangly, six-foot-four ex-army man called Warsop took a particular dislike to me – and me to him. Despite changing the bulb in the light above the blackboard, it still wouldn’t work. I suggested he test it by putting his finger up the socket. He had me in front of the class, hands out, for six lashes with a leather strap, first to the left hand then to the right, with all the force his long arms could muster. I asked him if he had enjoyed himself and he slapped me across the face. I told him that Dad was going to hear about that, but Dad was the last person I would tell. His disappointment would have crushed me.


The majority of my teachers were good men who did their best. Mr Everett, the metalwork teacher, had been in the RAF and drove around in an open-top sports car that he parked near the workshop. He demonstrated operating the machinery by making parts for his car. Mick Graham taught us English and was not only a good teacher but played rugby for Nottingham RFC’s first XV. Rugby became a way for me to lose myself in the moment, but because Cottesmore was one of very few secondary moderns to play rugby, our fixture list was limited. The advantage was we got to know the opposition very well – and became good friends. While playing our near-neighbours at the John Player School I got to know one of their stars, Dez Hadlum. Soon we would be going climbing in the Peak District together.


Mick Graham also got me reading more widely, opening my eyes to a world of classic literature about which I knew little; there were very few books at home, a set of encyclopaedia from 1937 and Mum’s Mills and Boon novels. I had read Enid Blyton’s Famous Five books and C.S. Forester’s Hornblower series. Now I was captivated by Henry Fielding, George Eliot, John Buchan, Edgar Allan Poe and the work of more modern authors: John Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids, Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, George Orwell’s Animal Farm and 1984 and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. I also loved the satire Clochemerle and Giovannino Guareschi’s Don Camillo stories.


Yet it was the epic myths and sagas of antiquity that really caught my imagination: Romulus and Remus, Horatius at the bridge, and the Spartans holding the Persians at Thermopylae. My mother’s admonishments were nothing compared to that of the Spartan mother who, according to Plutarch, handed her warrior son his shield and told him to come back ‘With it – or on it!’ I was captivated by the adventures of Odysseus, told in my Newnes Pictorial Knowledge encyclopaedia, defeating the Cyclops and outwitting Circe the Enchantress with the help of the gods. I read and reread Norse tales of Asgard and was enthralled by tales of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. These heroes inhabited a world of huge risks, uncertainty and sacrifice.


Feats of athletic prowess didn’t interest me much until the day I turned up at Orston Drive playing fields where our PE teacher was trying to organise heats for the school sports day, the biggest event on the school calendar. I couldn’t be bothered so played my usual trick of attracting attention by being standoffish, attracting attention away from others, like a vampire. I sloped off to a stand of trees and climbed one of them to the top where I was spotted and told to get back down to the running track. I was given a good talking to about being loyal to my house and finally agreed to enter the heats for the 440 and 880 yards. I not only won, I also broke both school records. That led to me representing the school and breaking city records. The next time I was in the headmaster’s office wearing several pairs of PE shorts under my grey flannels, the headmaster Mr Skillbeck, essentially a kind man, gave me another lecture, but this time struck a chord, telling me what a fine athlete I was and what a credit I could be, if only I would just settle down. We were both quite emotional by the time he gave me three of the best.


I was growing fast. At fourteen, I could no longer fit in my standard-issue grey flannel shorts, so Mum took me into town to C&A to buy long trousers. My parents, almost always my mother, chose my clothes for me. It never occurred to me that I might have a say in the matter. As I grew, I borrowed Dad’s jacket along with one of his ties or a cravat to go with my white school shirt. Dad gave me his spare steel cycle clips since Mum insisted that I shouldn’t tuck my trousers into my socks. That was common. Mum herself dressed elegantly and had an innate sense of style. She was determined that we were well turned out for school every day, with a clean, white shirt and shiny black shoes.


I was now old enough for a newspaper round, getting up at six in all weathers, and earned extra pocket money by recycling old clothing, especially woollens, and scrap, mostly lead from old car batteries found on local tips. Our woodwork teacher, Percy Fox, a devoted communist who thought Churchill was no better than a warmonger, was nevertheless on good terms with the Lord Lieutenant of the county, a considerable landowner, who needed seasonal help with potato picking. The farm was at Car Colston and the manager Mr Frost was impressed enough to invite me back to help with the harvest. It certainly kept me fit, working on the farm, stooking hay high up on to farm wagons and then cycling twenty miles back home to Wollaton, all for five shillings a day. At least it was more than the twelve shillings a week I got for the paper round.


Delivering papers one day, I noticed a removal van emptying furniture into a house on my round. I immediately persuaded the new occupants to become my customers. I recognised the daughter, Jill, as she was at Cottesmore Girls School, separated from us by a hedge. I discovered her father, who had been a general in the war, had recently died. Her mother was busy with a new relationship and tailoring women’s underwear. I was invited in to polish off scones and cakes from her mother’s afternoon tea parties and over the weeks Jill and I became evermore friendly.


Like every child I had a strong exploratory nature, and not having a sister had made me especially curious about girls. As an eight-year-old, a mother discovered me on her doorstep kneeling over her daughter, poking around with sticks, her nurse’s costume half undone, and heatedly asked us what was going on. We both instantly replied: ‘Playing doctors and nurses.’ Later, whenever the subject of the opposite sex came up, most of us asked an older boy up the road, who seemed to know what it was all about. The only advice I got from my parents was from Dad, much later, when he took me aside in the bathroom, to warn me there were two types of women, good ones and bad ones and the bad ones were those who took money for sex and were to be avoided since they would give you bad diseases.


Going through the physical and emotional changes of adolescence was something of a rollercoaster that only came into perspective, by chance, during Mr Fletcher’s technical drawing lesson. He was asked a question by one of the lads about some aspect of growing up and he launched into an explanation of adolescence. It was the first time I had heard the word and the first time I realised I was not unique in having mood swings alongside all the physical changes taking place. I thanked him for taking the trouble to help us understand the transition we were making from childhood into manhood, and all the confusion that went with it.


Hauling myself up the climbing ropes in the school gym during PE lessons, my penis was suddenly erect, a new but pleasant sensation. It certainly gave me a new enthusiasm for rope climbing. I could never talk to anyone about all this, although I did wonder if there was something wrong with me after an incident at the dentist. He was a grim-faced butcher, known for taking teeth out at any opportunity, but he did have a very attractive female assistant. He gave me some gas, and I fell back in the chair. When I regained consciousness, the dentist was slapping my face and shouting: ‘Dirty boy! You dirty boy!’ The buxom dental assistant seemed embarrassed and flustered. I had apparently pulled her on top of me and wouldn’t let go.


I spent more and more time at Jill’s house and fell for her, with all the excitement of a first love. Neither of us had much idea; she could so easily have ended up pregnant. One summer’s evening we walked together up Woodyard Lane to the canal bridge and I left my bike and canvas paper bag propped up by a stile. We were standing under the arch of the bridge with Jill’s ample bare breasts against my bare chest when Mum appeared out of nowhere, clearly upset at what she saw. She told me I was ‘a disgusting boy’ and that I should get the rest of my papers delivered. I was mortified.


Not long after, having finished my Saturday round, I raced as usual to the Savoy Cinema to meet Jill and the rest of the gang on the back row, only to discover – in the light of the usherette’s torch – Jill in the arms of Georgie Cropper, a boy two years older than me. I was devastated and fled in tears. On the bus home one of Jill’s friends must have seen how upset I was and reported back, because the next week a note arrived from Jill begging forgiveness and offering herself body and soul. She obviously had not realised how strong my attachment to her was. By then, however, I had discussed my distress with a friend I went climbing with who had experience of being jilted. He advised me to have nothing to do with women; they were only trouble. So that was that. From then on, all my time was taken up with schoolwork, sport and the Scouts.


The Scouting movement was a big part of my development as a climber. I’d started going to Cubs at All Saints’ Church, where the Cub leader, known as ‘Akela’ after the character from Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories, was Cecil Wall, the son of my old dinner lady. Cecil didn’t like me much. I enjoyed summer camps, although my first night under canvas was less successful. Brian and I put up a white cotton tent on the back lawn at home, stocked with food, drink and bedding. Neither of us could sleep and I was chattering away to Brian when Mum called down from the bedroom to ask if we wanted to come in. The two of us were back in like a shot with me leading the charge. It was the rats. We had just learned at school about the Plague and there, at the bottom of next door’s garden in a concrete pit where their Anderson shelter had been, was a stagnant pool of fetid water full of dead rats.


When I joined, the Scouting movement had just initiated bob-a-job week and I entered into the spirit of fundraising with enthusiasm, doing jobs for family and friends. The Cubs had stimulated my interest by making it a competition to see who could bring in the most money, so after exhausting all the neighbours, I started cold-calling complete strangers, offering to clean cars, dig gardens, paint doors and wash windows. I found I could be quite persuasive and most households showed considerable patience.
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