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Praise for THE LONGSHOREMAN


‘I relish those rare occasions when a book I think cannot at all be my sort of thing turns out to be exactly my sort of thing. I enjoyed The Longshoreman enormously. Richard Shelton is a fine writer.’ Alan Coren


‘A magical life on the longshore, alive with natural history.’ David Bellamy


‘Richard Shelton, not unlike some Victorian naturalists, has successfully combined a delightful autobiography with a scientific history of fishing. He describes an entire world with great charm.’ Ronald Blythe


‘When I first urged Richard Shelton to write his naturalist’s memoir, I never expected him to produce a classic. But he has.’ Redmond O’Hanlon


‘The Longshoreman is a treasure. It is one of those rare books that transcends classification: a sport of nature, a singular success. It is in part boyhood memoir, told with the astonishingly clear recall of small children (the author was terrified of foxes). It is an informative book of natural history, written with the easy charm of the great Victorian classics. It is also the story of a long, happy and successful career in environmental research and the fishing industry. But above all, it is a song of praise to the wonders of fish. Richard Shelton writes of fish with the pen of a poet. Ted Hughes himself could not equal some of these descriptions. The beauties and oddities of the shoreline and the marine world are brought before our eyes in vivid colour and with scientific precision…The whole of this short and delightful book is full of the most fascinating gobbets of information…Oh lucky, gifted man.’ Margaret Drabble, Country Life


‘Minutely detailed and utterly fascinating excursions into natural history and shooting… communicated with an artist’s skill. Every adventure and scrape of his professional and personal life, every key incident and discovery, is given immediacy and involvement because Shelton describes it lightly, in lay terms, in the present tense… The Longshoreman is a delight. It is also an education. It shows vividly how one man can do the small things well – and how Men can do the big things badly.’ Brian Clarke, The Times


‘Why did I love it? You learn stuff without realizing it, like when you get seated next to a particularly good-value dinner guest. Shelton turns a phrase satisfyingly well; his memory for intricacies is remarkable, remembering buckled sandals and shapes of nets; having cooled Carnation milk in too-strong tea aboard a trawler, the “white china bowl” in which he saw his first eel. How he remembers such details, I do not know, but I am glad he does.’ Annalisa Barbieri, Independent


‘A sensory pleasure to rival the writing of Elizabeth David on food… the great joy of this book lies in Shelton’s anecdotes of his time off from the weightier concerns of his job; of a life of brief, luminous moments found in streams, marshes and leaky wellies. These episodes, like a rich aspic, settle over Shelton’s life story and leave its rare savour with the reader long after the book has been put down.’ Peter Nichols, Guardian, Book of the Week


‘A most timely and modern reminder of what we stand to lose in our everyday relationship with the natural world… Quirky, passionate, free-ranging and outspoken… it engages your gear.’ David Profumo, Daily Mail


‘Such a fine writer… The result is a book that is not only a well crafted autobiography but which does for marine biology what David Bellamy did for botany, making what might seem a forbidding subject come alive. I simply would not have believed that anyone could write so entertainingly about the toenails of the lobster, or the nasal hairs of the brown shrimp… A pure delight of a book.’ Charles Duncan, Scotsman


‘In a different league to most fusty memoirs of working life. The tides surge through the pages. If you have any appetite, either literal or intellectual, for the mysterious creatures that surround our coast, there is much of interest here… Shelton has produced an uplifting book about a happy life.’ Christopher Hirst, Independent


‘A charming, poetic, funny, vividly descriptive, fascinating anecdotal account, written in pellucid prose by a man of impeccable taste and photographic recall.’ John McEwen, Oldie


‘A beguiling autobiography.’ Russell Davies, Sunday Telegraph


‘Richard Shelton’s life is testament to the power of an idea which has, on the whole, been abandoned: immersion in the natural world is the greatest gift that could be given to any child… One of the deep pleasures of the book is the coexistence of the young boy’s pure sensory entrancement with the rational understanding of the mature scientist… The method is anecdotal, discursive, vivid, occasionally vulgar and loosely chronological. Never made quite explicit, but hinted at now and then, is the suggestion that water, fish and rivers, and then the sea marshes and their beautiful, shootable geese, and perhaps the sea itself, were a form of refuge for the young bespectacled Shelton… It is almost as if the book were written by a man who had run away to sea and stayed there.’ Adam Nicolson, Times Literary Supplement


‘The Longshoreman charms from the first effortlessly beautiful sentence recalling his boyhood in the 1940s but resonates, modestly but authoritatively with a soft spoken eloquence to the final page. He writes… with tenderness, curiosity and sensitivity that recall the best of the classic naturalist writers.’ Iain Finlayson, Saga magazine


‘A classic natural-history memoir.’ Giles Foden, Condé Nast Traveller


‘This is the fascinating memoir of a dedicated but unusual public servant whose tales of life aboard ship are worthy of the saltiest sea-dog.’ Richard Knight, Time Out


‘This eloquent and moving book traces his lifelong love affair with fish, and presents a profoundly sensitive picture of our changing relationship with the seas… At a time when most people’s encounters with fish are from the other side of an aquarium window or are mediated by the supermarkets, Shelton takes us into the fishes’ world – a world that our voracious appetites are fast driving to the brink of extinction.’ Sarah McCarthy, Ecologist


‘A beautifully written book from a fisherman, wildfowler and eminent marine biologist.’ Shooting Gazette


‘An engrossing mixture of anecdote and theorizing, briny-flavoured throughout and narrated in a style that fishtails between rhapsodic and tight-lipped… Images of fish, family, boats and dead geese embedded in the text (as in the books of W. G. Sebald) and they add to the charm and singularity of a biography that might have been written in saltwater.’ Yorkshire Post
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A WORD OF EXPLANATION


It is given to few to spend a working life pursuing a childhood passion to its limits. That I was able to do so as a fishery scientist and wildfowler has been the greatest of privileges. When my friend, the travel writer Redmond O’Hanlon, suggested that I compile a sort of memoir of my life at the water’s edge, I readily agreed. It would be a way of giving thanks for my good fortune and acknowledging the great debt I owe to the many fishermen and longshoremen I met along the way.


The result is not a complete account, still less is it a book about fishery science. Rather, it is the story of how a small boy’s interest in the natural world, steam locomotives and old guns was given free rein by a benign Providence. So far as possible, I have set down the selected personal experiences which form the bulk of the book in the order in which they happened. To these passages I have added what I hope is just enough historical and explanatory material to make sense of a more than usually varied career.


Where I refer to particular freshwater and marine fish and shellfish, I do so using their commonly accepted names with occasional nods in the direction of the vivid, if less polite, ones sometimes given to them by fishermen. To avoid confusion, I have also tried in every case to supply the Latin names of individual species. Unlike vernacular names, these scientific ones normally appear as two words. The first name, which always begins with a capital letter, defines the ‘genus’ to which a certain organism belongs. The second, or ‘specific’ name, which is not dignified by a capital, assigns it to an individual ‘species’. It is a universal convention that both Latin names are printed in italics, but that the name of the naturalist who originally described the creature appears afterwards in Roman script.


Over the years, the names of many organisms have been changed by successive taxonomists, so the inclusion of the authority who originally gave a particular fish or shellfish its specific name also has to be shown to avoid ambiguity. In a further twist, which is the despair of editors and typesetters the world over, the authority’s name is shown without brackets if both the generic and specific names are those of his original description. If, as commonly happens, the beast has since been ascribed to a different genus, the authority’s name is shown within brackets. With the single exception of Carl Linné or Linnaeus, the eighteenth-century Swedish naturalist who invented the system of binominal nomenclature, the names of authorities are shown in full. Linnaeus named so many organisms that his name is normally abbreviated to ‘L.’ and I have followed this convention.


One of the lessons a new author learns when writing a book is just how much of a team effort it all is. I have never had the slightest interest in typewriters or computers and, had I not had such a charmingly patient wife to interpret my scrawl, the book would never even have been started. I have also been fortunate in the editorial skills of my publishers, especially those of Angus MacKinnon, who even found time to make a splendid pencil sketch of the light cruiser HMS Birmingham. To him, to his colleague Clara Farmer and the many others whose countless personal kindnesses made the book possible, I say a very big thank you.


RS, September 2003




THE LONGSHOREMAN
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‘Only a miller’s thumb’ – my brother Peter fishing in the River Chess







[image: Images]


FISHY BUSINESS
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The Chess is a chalk stream, one of several in south-east England that help to sweeten the waters of the lower Thames. It rises in the Chilterns in about half a dozen little brooks and winter bournes, fed by springs that bubble out of the ground like liquid crystal. The largest of these brooks flowed close to a sawmill, no doubt long since closed, below which the infant Chess opened out into a long pool shallow enough for small boys to fish in without drowning.


My brother Peter and I are standing by the pool as our mother maintains a watchful eye. Below the surface hang the grey-brown forms of the ‘banny-stickles’ or three-spined sticklebacks, Gasterosteus aculeatus L., jerking forward when they see us and then hanging again, maintaining position with their quivering pectoral fins. Here and there we see the gaudy magnificence of a ‘cock fiery’ or mature male three-spined stickleback. He is turquoise above and brightest scarlet below, and he is fanning his nest in which several females have been chivvied into depositing their eggs.


Peter and I are carrying home-made nets and we make many clumsy attempts to catch the tiddlers from the bank. How easy it looks, the fish almost stationary before the plunging net. Back the net comes and we search its folds, finding nothing but a little sand and a couple of toe-biters, the freshwater amphipods often, wrongly, called freshwater shrimps. Eventually, my brother is rewarded by the flapping silver of a tiny fish and pops it proudly into the jam jar to which my mother has tied a carrying handle of string. I do not have an immediate tantrum but instead step into the water in the hope of achieving success of my own by confronting the quarry in its element.
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My elder son, John, fishing in the Kinnesburn, St Andrews





There’s a sudden chill as water which has not long sprung from its cool fastness in the chalk enters my left wellington. I say nothing for fear of bringing the expedition to a premature end and stand stock-still as a trickle into my right boot gathers strength. Slightly raising my eyes to look towards the deeper water in front, I see a seemingly transparent grey ghost gliding into view. It pauses briefly but, before I have time to get over my wonder, it spots me and, magically, it is no longer there.


For some reason, known only to the mercurial mind of a little boy, I tell no one. In fact, I have seen my first trout, Salmo trutta L., and in due course I will learn the secret of its transparency. Like those of most mid-water and surface-living fishes, the scales of trout are faced with silvery crystals of guanine, and it was the biophysicist Eric Denton who first demonstrated that the crystals are arranged in rows which, when parallel with the sun’s rays, act as mirrors. By reflecting their surroundings, they give an illusion of transparency and thereby hide the fish.


It proves impossible, however, to hide the fact that I have filled both boots with the icy water. I am still fishless and, to avoid a scene from her spoilt elder son, my mother, revealing a skill which astonishes me, deftly catches some tiddlers and pops them into my jar. Boots are emptied and the jars, along with their precious contents, are taken home and put on the sill of the kitchen window. The little fish are admired until it is time for bed. Sadly, though, there is only so much oxygen in the jars and by morning all the fish are dead. But they have already exerted a powerful fascination on both Peter and me. More must be found, and quickly.
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ONE SUNDAY MORNING
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It is a highland Sabbath and a hesitant sun dapples the gravel around the porch of the tiny kirk. A few cars have already arrived and, along the road, little groups sharpen their pace as time for morning service approaches. For many, youth is a distant memory but children’s voices can still be heard under the oaks. Here in the Perthshire hills, the pop culture of the towns has yet to dull the minds of the young folk and the embers of older values still glow brightly in the hearts of the young mothers from ‘up the glen’. The minister arrives, a slim, white-haired figure, elegant in black, dark eyes shining out of a face that still has the power to enchant. A reassuring glance here, a kindly word there – she is among her people and any that ‘swithered’ about turning out today are thankful that their better selves have prevailed.


The wee kirk started life as a mission hall. The simplicity remains – rows of pews, a pulpit, a lectern and a communion table raised up on a low stage, are all that distinguish it from a garage or a ‘tatty’ (potato) shed. It’s different today, though, because over the communion table is draped a full-size blue ensign, in the top left the brilliant complexity of the Union flag, and in the centre of the blue ‘fly’, the bright oak leaves and crown of the Scottish Fishery Protection and Research Flotilla.


It is Sea Sunday, a time when congregations across Great Britain and Northern Ireland remember that, however far from the sea we may live, we are an island people. The Articles of War, first articulated in the seventeenth century, begin with the words: ‘It is upon the Navy, under the good providence of God, that the welfare and safety of this kingdom do chiefly depend’. In her Call to Prayer, the Reverend enchantress commends all seafarers to the care and protection of Almighty God.


Long extempore prayers are part of the Presbyterian tradition. At their longest and most discursive, they test the concentration, if not of the Deity, then certainly that of the most earnest of His worshippers. But this morning no one grudges the seamen of the Royal Navy, the Merchant Service, the Fishing Fleet and the Royal National Lifeboat Institution their separate mentions. The first hymn, ‘Will your anchor hold’, a favourite of the fishing communities of the Costa Granite (the Moray coast in north-east Scotland) and the ‘regimental march’ of the Boys’ Brigade, thunders out, an involuntary descant supplied by the loud, sharp and quavering voice of an elderly lady to my right, ample of bosom but stout of corset. As we sit down, a voice whispers in my ear, ‘Are you nervous?’With an uncertain shake of the head, I make my way to the lectern. As the only working seafarer in the parish, I have been asked to read the Old and New Testament lessons. Despite my rare appearance in the pew, the enchantress has indulged my request to read both of them in the incomparable English of the King James Version. Making my way up to the lectern, I look for reassurance at the blue ensign now draped on the communion table and ‘won’ many years before with the connivance of a sympathetic Marine Superintendent who looked the other way at just the right time.
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The blue ensign flown by Scottish Fishery Protection and Research Vessels





‘They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters. These see the works of the Lord, and his wonders in the deep’: the familiar words of Psalm 107 bounce back off wall and window-pane alike, and in my nervousness the reflected tone sounds to me like that of a stern and aged headmaster. Back to the pew, more hymns and prayers, a sufficient break to recover in time to struggle through the Gospel account of the stilling of the storm. A thoughtful sermon from the enchantress follows, delivered in the soft cadences of her Aberdeenshire calf country (old Scots for where she was brought up). The final hymn, ‘Eternal Father, strong to save’, favourite of ships’ companies throughout the Englishspeaking world, nearly breaks me, so often have I heard it sung by my fishermen shipmates, but I reach the end without recourse to my handkerchief.


How had I, born far to the south in Aylesbury, the county town of Buckinghamshire and as far from the sea as any town in England, found myself representing the seafaring community in a village kirk in rural Perthshire? It is a long story, and it is not only about the sea.
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LUCKY BONES
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I was born in the mid-summer of 1942. Tobruk had fallen and Alamein was still in the future. My father had joined the Local Defence Volunteers (later to become the Home Guard) immediately they were formed but, as an older married man, had yet to be called up. He was shortly to join the Royal Air Force. As a professional photographer in civilian life, he served as a photographic specialist with Coastal Command. For a time he was based at RAF North Coates in Lincolnshire and, with my mother and me, was billeted at a farm near the aerodrome. First memories are as much a product of brain development as of external events. Thus, I have no recollection of the enormous explosion which accompanied the collision of two fully bombed-up Lancasters near the farm. It must have been some bang because the blast brought the ceiling down in the bedroom containing my cot, from which my mother had removed me moments before. I do, however, remember a yellow tanker lorry which used to visit the farm and a steamroller which worked on the local roads and no doubt also on runway repairs.


Shortly afterwards, my father was posted to the Middle East and my mother and I went to stay with her parents in Aylesbury. Here my early interest in steam propulsion was reinforced by the fact that my grandparents’ house overlooked the Aylesbury to Cheddington line, the world’s oldest branch line and whose documents of Royal Assent carry the cipher of HM King William IV. Light passenger traffic and some goods were handled during the war by archaic and feeble-looking four-coupled tank engines with very tall chimneys. I dare say they were more capable than they looked to a little boy. The apple of my eye was a magnificent eight-coupled goods locomotive, built originally for the London and North Western Railway, and often to be seen sizzling quietly from my grandparents’ newly decorated front room. ‘One two THREE, four, one two THREE, four’ barked fiercely from its chimney as it took hold of its squealing trucks in the curiously named Dropshort siding opposite the house. I had been given some wax crayons by an honorary aunt and it was not long before a large representation of the engine adorned one cream-distempered wall, a result I had achieved by standing on the sofa. My maternal grandmother was a saint and I was never aware of her disapproval.


Not long afterwards, my uncle, who was serving with the Royal Army Medical Corps, caught meningitis. He had joined the Territorial Army before the war and was called up at once. He was attached to a Territorial battalion of the Royal Fusiliers, a collection of East End reprobates whose fearsome reputation for fighting with one another and with the men of other units had earned them the informal title of the Hackney Gurkhas. Thanks to a new drug developed by May & Baker, my uncle’s life was saved but he was declared no longer fit for overseas service. As a result, he was able to come home often enough to play a big part in my early upbringing. My interest, and that of my cousin Stuart, in steam locomotives found a new expression in the lovely wooden toy engines he built for us. Further reinforcement came from a superb double-page illustration of express engines in a volume of the Children’s Encyclopaedia which had originally been bought for my mother and her younger sister. The engines were resplendent in the gleaming liveries of the independent railway companies that pre-dated the amalgamations following the First World War. My particular favourite was a North Eastern Railway Pacific in the light green of that fine old company.


Thinking back, I often wonder if my interest in natural history had its first flowering in this early obsession, one I have never entirely lost, with a form of propulsion which creates such a convincing expression of a living and breathing organism. As it was, my real biological observations were concentrated on the enormous bumblebees and brightly coloured butterflies that often visited my grandparents’ back garden to enjoy the golden-yellow flowers of the monkey musk and the tall blue lupins.


VE-Day came and my cousin and I were given tall paper hats with Union flag motifs together with small Union Jacks with which, despite the outbreak of peace elsewhere in Europe, we duelled whenever our respective pushchairs drew in range of one another. My father’s service with the RAF extended into 1946, by which time his travels had taken him to Egypt, the Sudan, Lebanon and Kenya. One day when he arrived home, enormous in his blue greatcoat, I was playing with a small fishing rod, attempting to hook a metal fish out of an enamel bowl. ‘I’m fishing’ were my words of greeting and his face beamed.


As my younger brother Peter and I gained in understanding, so we pestered our father more and more for stories of his time abroad. He had brought many souvenirs back from Africa: soapstone carvings of fish and elephants from the Nile, an ivory paper-knife in the form of a crocodile, vultures of horn and Kenyan tribesmen and ducks made of wood. Pride of place in the collection was held by the ‘lucky bones’ of a lion and a leopard. I have them in front of me as I write and they appear to be collar-bones which, in the cat family, float free in the muscle tissue of the upper shoulder. Their reputation as lucky is probably a throw-back to the days when warrior tribesmen proved their manhood by killing lions while armed only with spears and were regarded by enlightened white hunters as ‘the bravest of the brave’.


With the souvenirs at hand and my father’s skills as a raconteur, we soon became familiar with a world in which hyenas whooped outside the tents and lions roared menacingly in the night. Curiously, none of these stories caused us to lose sleep – none, that is, bar one: the story of how once, one night in the Egyptian desert, he had seen a mountain fox peeping above a sand dune. Exactly why it was that the thought of seeing a small and timid animal with large ears should have engendered such terror was not clear then and still is not nearly sixty years later. The dark was a time when foxes were abroad and we even feared their imaginary indoor presence in my father’s photographic darkroom. What nonsense it was, but how vividly the memory remains.
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My mother in 1937 at the wheel of my father’s Austin Seven Ruby Saloon





During his service overseas, my father’s car, a 1937 Austin Seven Ruby Saloon with running boards but no bumpers (they were an optional extra for which my careful father was unprepared to pay), rested on blocks in the coach-house of his mother’s property in what was then the small village of Stoke Mandeville. It lay some twelve miles away from our town flat in Chesham. To reach it involved a journey through the Chiltern Hills and on to the southern edge of the Vale of Aylesbury, a wild paradise visited by golden plover in the winter and made famous as Londoner’s Leicestershire by the Whaddon Chase hunt. Petrol was still in short supply and some of my first journeys to my paternal grandmother’s house were by bicycle. My father had two bicycles, giants with twenty-eight-inch wheels and large frames in proportion. To the crossbar of one he attached a wooden seat which he had made himself. Here I sat as we bowled along, the three-speed gears and the strength of my father’s legs – honed by many a run along the perimeter track to service the cameras of Bristol Beaufighters and De Havilland Mosquitoes at dispersal – overcoming all gradients. One day in early autumn, we passed a stack-yard with a threshing machine in action, power provided by a traction engine which was not in the elaborate ex-works livery of the modern traction engine rally but workmanlike in faded black as all of them were at that time.


Before the war, the garden at my grandmother’s house had been something of a showpiece. Herbaceous borders surrounded the house, and there were a large orchard and kitchen garden, lawns and a tennis court. By the time my brother Peter and I knew it, nature had had rather a free rein. The herbaceous borders were still in fair order and the kitchen garden had not completely lost the battle against field horsetail, ground elder and rabbits; the lawns were still kept up, but the tennis court had become a meadow. The apples had not been pruned for over twenty years and had become full-size forest trees below which cow-parsley and wild horseradish grew strongly. A better place for small boys to introduce themselves to the natural world could not have been imagined.
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The author on the footplate of a steamroller, North Coates, Lincolnshire, 1944
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ALL STEAMED UP
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On a bright summer day in the late 1940s, my brother and I are on our knees on what my grandmother still calls the tennis court. Vetches embrace the soft grass of early summer with their fine tendrils. There is a gentle hum from her bees visiting the red clover and here and there common blue butterflies probe for nectar, their undersides wondrously speckled like a trout with wings. Across in the kitchen garden the rusty outline of a cat, set on a wrought-iron peg, creaks as a slight breeze gets up. It has watched over my grandmother’s vegetables since ‘Dig for Victory’ days. The woodpigeons, which have built their fragile nest in the top of the tall hawthorn near the cesspit, have long grown used to it, and it offers no defence against the rabbits and Cabbage Whites. The latter are so common that my brother and I ignore them. Then one of us spots a Large White, and it looks like a male. We rush over and watch it settle on one of the young cabbages, then stalk cautiously to where we last saw it. At last we see the tips of its wings above a leaf. Just as I am ready to pounce, it takes wing and the gentle breeze lifts it high over the apple trees and away.


Quite unreasonably, I blame my brother for this unsatisfactory outcome, but then my grandmother calls us in for our midmorning cocoa. She has just lit the Primus stove. Two days’ worth of potato peelings are lifted into a blackened old saucepan and soon the scent of their cooking mingles with that of the burnt methylated spirit used to get the stove going. We finish our cocoa and watch the peelings steaming in the chipped old sink. My grandmother chops them up and adds bread crusts and a small amount of a commercial poultry meal. When all is cool, we go with her to feed the hens, two Rhode Island Reds called Alice and Edith. On the way, we quietly sample the food ourselves; it is by no means bad, the flavour of cooked potato and the granary scent of the meal making a richly nutty combination.


The hens live in a wooden hen-house set in a large run under the trees. We tip the mixture into their trough and, while the hens peck avidly and my grandmother tops up their water bowl, my brother and I search the hen-house for eggs. We find two and take them proudly back to the house. Both have thick brown shells well able to resist cracking when they are boiled over the Primus the following morning, and we enjoy the rich golden yolks and incomparable flavour that only naturally produced eggs possess.


My grandmother looks up at the grandfather clock in the living room: ‘Quick, boys, it’s time for The Master Cutler.’ Stoke Mandeville station is a field and the entrance of Mr Tapping’s neighbouring farm away from the house. Hurriedly we exchange our wellingtons for buckled leather sandals and run all the way to the station. Here and there the neatly slanted fence is punctuated by cast-iron notices declaring the suzerainty of the Metropolitan and Great Central Joint Committee and threatening trespassers on the line with a fine ‘not exceeding forty shillings’. We run into the booking hall. There is no nonsense about platform tickets. The friendly stationmaster, Mr Spittles, who had lost a son when HMS Hood was sunk by the Bismarck in the Denmark Strait, welcomes us warmly but tells us not to stand too close to the edge of the platform.


The lower quadrant signal falls with a clunk and two pairs of eyes peer under the road bridge and down the double-track main line from Aylesbury. Suddenly, a black speck appears where there was none before. The gleaming rails start to sing and, in no time at all, the smoke box of the engine of the Sheffield to London express is thundering under the bridge. The engine, bearing the proud headboard of The Master Cutler, is in the oil-streaked apple green of the London and North Eastern Railway and has not long been turned out from their Darlington or Doncaster works. It is a B1 class mixed-traffic locomotive designed by the dour but able Edward Thompson. The varnished teak carriages, commissioned by his predecessor Sir Nigel Gresley, sweep past. Our heads swivel until all we can see is the tail-light of the guard’s van as the train climbs to Wendover. For the first time we hear the separate beats of the exhaust as the driver lengthens the cut-off to lift the train up the gradient. Oh, to be an engine driver!


A rod alongside the track moves and the signal arm returns to the horizontal. The Master Cutler is making good time and we do not have long to wait before the signal arm falls again. We look towards Aylesbury. A speck reappears, moving more slowly this time, and the black of a smoke box is exchanged for the apple-green bunker of the modern tank engine hauling my aunt’s train from Aylesbury. The train draws in, the carriages veterans of the old Metropolitan Railway and known, from the date of their design, as ‘dreadnoughts’. Completely ignoring our aunt, we rush up the platform to look at the engine.


We would have preferred a tender engine, but a tank is better than nothing and we can see that this is a new one, despite its want of a good clean. We ram our fingers into our ears as the safety-valve lifts deafeningly but still hear the clank of the fireman’s shovel. Grey smoke appears from the chimney, the safety-valve closes, the guard’s whistle shrieks, the engine answers and the driver opens the regulator. A black from the freshly coaled fire lands in the corner of my eye. ‘What a fuss about nothing,’ says my aunt as she deftly removes it with the edge of a spotless white handkerchief and escorts us back for lunch.


In one corner of my grandmother’s garden was a woodenframed cart to which was attached an early stationary gas engine. It had belonged to the engineer uncle I never met; I dare say he had used it to power a dynamo. My brother and I knew it just as the ‘old engine’ and, in our young imaginings, it had all the glamour of the locomotive at the head of The Master Cutler. After lunch we lugged the contraption on to the overgrown tennis court and behind it assembled a ‘train’ of old packing cases. We attached a wide drainpipe chimney to the front of the old engine, lit a fire at the bottom (we had found some matches in the kitchen) and spent the afternoon rapturously between Sheffield and Marylebone.


That night we went to bed content but, despite a bath, smelling strongly of smoke. Even here, we could enjoy the sounds of the night traffic on the line. The express goods trains were hauled by Green Arrow heavy mixed-traffic locomotives designed just before the war by Gresley. They had three cylinders served by his conjugated valve gear, which worked well enough when it was new or freshly overhauled, but produced a curiously syncopated result when worn. The poor Green Arrows passing my grandmother’s had made a splendid contribution to the war effort, hauling troop trains and munitions and playing a big part in the preparations for D-Day. But many had not had a decent overhaul since. Instead of six even beats, ‘one-TWO, three, one-TWO, three’ enlivened our rest, as did the grandfather clock outside the bedroom door which, after a preliminary whirr, struck the hours with a tremendous ‘boing’ that still rings in my head.


Not all of the night sounds were so benign. There was a row of elms along a hedge in the next field and it was a favourite of tawny owls. Their call, ‘Whoo-hoo, whoo-hoo’, sometimes followed by unfriendly screechings, struck immediate terror and once I fancied I heard a vixen scream. Could there be a greater horror? We were already fearful of foxes. Unwittingly, my grandmother reinforced our anxieties because she often used to sing to us before we went to bed and her favourite song was ‘A fox jumped up on a moonlight night’. Nothing is more fascinating than something of which one is afraid, especially when it jumps up. But there was worse. Above the chimney-piece in the living room, my grandmother kept a nearly complete set of the Badminton Library of Sports and Pastimes. How often I used to glance at the etching on page 63 of the volume on hunting which, over the legend ‘In search of supper’, depicted a fox viewed from behind and about to pounce on what looked horribly like Alice and Edith.
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The Badminton Library of Sports and Pastimes, inspiration for many a boyhood exploit
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Mr Loveday and his footplate companions, Peter (left) and the author (right)





My father, who had quietly taken note of our interest in steam locomotives, now told us about his friend, Mr Loveday. A fireman on the Chesham shuttle, Mr Loveday had agreed to let two small, engine-obsessed boys join him for a run on the footplate. The little Chiltern town of Chesham was served by a branch line of the old Metropolitan Railway which joins the main line at Chalfont, and the shuttle consisted of three ancient coaches (they are now preserved as the Chesham Set on the Bluebell Line) originally built for electric haulage. In Mr Loveday’s time, power was provided by elegant Atlantic tank locomotives designed by J. G. Robinson and built for the Great Central Railway at their Gorton works in the early 1900s. How we contained our excitement until that greatest of all days I shall never know.


We had badgered my father into arriving very early. The Ruby Saloon drew into the station car park; the Chesham Set was alongside the platform but there was no sign of Mr Loveday or of the tank engine. Surely he had not forgotten? Then we saw the little engine simmering in the goods yard, its tall steam dome even higher than the roof of the cab, and watched as it puffed round the train to take on water. Mr Loveday clambered up and directed the slack leather tube of the water crane into the right-hand tank. In no time it was overflowing, the water crane was swung aside and Mr Loveday was beside us, greeting my father and being introduced to his two wide-eyed footplate companions.


There was one last duty to be undertaken: a check of the oil boxes above the running plate. I did not know then, and still do not know, what part of the motion these boxes served, only that the oil was conveyed to it down tubes by strands of bright green worsted. My brother and I were given a length each to keep. No Garter Knight, on the day of his investiture, could have matched the pride we felt at that moment. The driver then backed the locomotive on to the train. Buffers kissed and, to our alarm, Mr Loveday jumped down between the engine and the first coach to connect the screw coupling and vacuum brake and afterwards some cables on either side.


We stood back on the platform while all this was going on, then the time came to mount the footplate. We were helped up into the cab, a surprisingly roomy but cosy place and, being that of a tank engine, enclosed from the back as well as the front. The back head of the boiler projected a little into the cab and attached to it were the two glass columns which Mr Loveday used to check that it was time to turn off the injectors, the steam-driven devices which force water from the tanks into the boiler. A huge lever, the steam regulator, and a pressure gauge completed what he grandly called ‘the boiler fittings’ and to either side were the reversing and brake levers. A look up to the pressure gauge, the single hand of which was about to cross a line permanently inscribed on the dial, ‘Time for her breakfast, boys’, and Mr Loveday opened the fire-hole door ready to build up the fire and, at the same time, cool it, perhaps to avoid the engine blowing off in the station.


We had seen fires before, of course, and had indeed been responsible for a number of spectacular ones that later had to be put out in rather a hurry. Nothing, though, had prepared us for the view through the open fire door. Coal and flames were coalesced into a single roaring mass, the heat from which forced us to the back of the cab. Unwittingly we were in the way and, before Mr Loveday could add fresh coal, the safety-valve lifted. What a fright; we hardly heard the guard’s whistle from the other end of the train, but Mr Loveday nodded to my father and my brother was held up high enough to grasp the ring at the end of the chain controlling the whistle. He got two pulls at it before the driver attended to the reversing lever and, after Mr Loveday had released the brakes on both the locomotive and the train, opened the regulator. Much hissing from in front as clouds of steam poured from the open draincocks of the cylinders and then, at last, the little engine began to speak to us in the soft, deep-throated voice we had only heard before from the line-side. We glided away from the platform, Mr Loveday leaned out of the cab to take a token from the signalman – we were on a single line – and we were on our way.


We were too small to look out of the spectacle plates so were sat on the end of the right-side tank projecting back into the cab. We had a good view from here as the surprisingly lively little engine whirled us up the gradients out of Chesham, along the embankment past the watercress beds and through the cuttings and woodlands of the Chess valley. There was so much to see both inside and outside the cab that we occupied so proudly. Both Mr Loveday and the driver had lemonade bottles full of cold tea, complete with milk and sugar. I was given some out of an old enamel mug taken from a little shelf at the back of the cab. It was very refreshing and I have had a soft spot for cold tea ever since.


Eventually, to our great disappointment, we reached the junction with the main line at Chalfont. We were lifted down out of the cab and walked forward to admire the engine. We would really have preferred one with outside cylinders. This one’s were down between the frames and we were not tall enough to get a good look at them and their valve gear. A little trickle of hot water was running out from under the cover of the steam dome and, just as we were studying this, the safety-valves lifted again and our fingers went back into our ears. It was time to leave but, this time, not on the footplate. We were taken back to the guard’s van, at the end of which three large windows looked straight down the track. The driver joined us but Mr Loveday remained on the footplate. The Chesham Shuttle was an auto train, an ingenious arrangement whereby, on the return journey, the engine pushed the train and the driver controlled it from the guard’s van. In compensation for my not getting to pull the whistle cord, I was given responsibility for a hooter operated by a button and designed to warn gangers along the track and motor cars at level crossings. They were well warned that day.


It might seem odd that Peter’s and my interests in the natural world should have proceeded in parallel with our obsession with steam locomotives, but the fact remains that they did. Perhaps it was because they seemed to us to be frighteningly alive. As Peter and I stood on the station platform, fascinated but a little fearful of the hot hissing monster before us, it is tempting to imagine that our distant ancestors felt a similar thrill in the presence of a mammoth. Indeed, the parallel between a locomotive in steam and a large herbivorous mammal, be it a mammoth or an elephant, is not entirely superficial. Both derive their energy through the oxidation of plant material, fresh in the case of the mammal and fossil in the case of the locomotive. Both in turn are ultimately dependent upon solar energy stored through the entropy-defying process of photosynthesis, the one by contemporary plants, the other by giant ferns and horsetails that last swayed above the warm swamps of the carboniferous era some 300 million years ago.


The final development of our steam obsession came with the realization that it was possible to take a ‘bus ride’ to Berkhamsted station on the West Coast main line. This was the territory of the old London, Midland and Scottish Railway, a forward-looking organization in which, unlike our first love, the LNER, successive locomotive engineers had pursued policies of standardization. The result was that members of the more modern classes of train shared many features in common and, by looking at some of the older examples, it was possible to see the first expression of characteristics which were later to spread to whole classes.


As my brother and I stepped back awestruck at the thunderous impression created by the mighty, 160-ton ‘Duchess’ class Pacific at the head of the Royal Scot or marvelled at the loose-limbed elegance of the Midland Compound piloting the semi-fast to Crewe, we were unconsciously learning to compare form and function in a critical way – skills which later were to prove so important in our professional lives as biologists. The result of conscious design, the development of modern steam locomotives from their Stephensonian common ancestor was nevertheless a process in which selection against types which failed was as important as technical innovation. To this limited extent, there were parallels with the unconscious but ruthless process by which natural selection acting on variation among individual organisms has been the powerhouse for biological evolution. But we knew nothing of this as we cowered from the edge of the platform when the Royal Scot rushed past.
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BIGGER FISH TO FRY
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  For a few years after the war, my mother and father were prosperous enough to send my brother and me to kindergarten, in our eyes a highly unwelcome interruption to our lives. The little school, which was run by enormously tall nuns, was nowhere near the Chess and the fish we had become so keen to observe and to catch. Our next school, however, was opposite the river, although its pupils were quite different from those at the Catholic kindergarten. They were extremely friendly, yet they had not led sheltered lives like us. I shall never forget the shock I felt when, at our first Christmas there, one pretty little girl expressed the familiar carol in the words,‘While shepherds watched their turnip tops all boiling in a pot, the angel of the Lord came down and scoffed the bloody lot’. Another girl was astonished that I had never heard of chewinggum. She extracted a greyish ball from a fold of her greyish handkerchief and popped it into my mouth. This loss of innocence took place by some railings through which I saw a tiddler flash (the rows of guanine crystals no longer being in line with the incident light) as it turned in the river below, and it was not long before Peter and I were after the sticklebacks again.


We discovered that there were two sorts: the three-spined Gasterosteus aculeatus L. with its colourful males and what we then called the ten-spined – now correctly called nine-spined – Pungitius pungitius (L.). The ten-spined fish were not so common and we usually caught them closer in to the edge and in weed. In due course, we were to learn that both species of stickleback are related to pipe-fishes and sea horses and that the brackets round the ‘(L.)’ of P. pungitius were not a typesetting error but an indication that its generic name had been altered since Carl Linné (his name is usually Latinized as Linnaeus) had first classified it.


Our spirited cousin, Stuart, lived at Chorleywood, within walking distance of one of the lower reaches of the Chess. Here the river is no longer a brook but a fully-fledged chalk stream and it contained species that we had only ever read about in our much-thumbed copy of The Observer’s Book of British Fishes. Stuart had been spared the years of sheltered gentility inflicted by nuns whose only contact with the natural world appeared to be the bunches of damp shamrock with which we were issued on St Patrick’s Day. While we were praying to St Teresa or St Anthony to help Sister find her board rubber, Stuart was out with his pals catching smooth newts and frog tadpoles in the ponds on Chorleywood Common and perfecting the netting techniques that we were soon to put to work in the strongly flowing waters of the river. Without our realizing it at the time, our training as biologists had begun. The bed of the Chess at Chorleywood is a mix of flint gravel and sand with silt both at the edges and entrapped in the roots of great swirling fronds of water crowfoot in mid-stream. We soon found that wellingtons were an encumbrance and that the key to understanding the river lay in being completely amphibious.
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The Observer’s Book of Freshwater Fishes of the British Isles, a much-thumbed treasure that sparked a lifelong interest





We discard our shoes, the hated buckled leather sandals which, by now, we consider sissy, and step into the brilliant clarity. It is late spring and the river feels as if it is made of ice. For a few seconds our minds are blanked out by the pain. Then the blood vessels in the skin of our legs contract, temperature receptors cease to respond and we find that we can function again – until, that is, we venture into deeper, more strongly flowing water. Here the horrible sensations are repeated further up our short legs.


Stuart is already well out in the river. He has the best net, one without any holes and with a square frame that he can press hard down on to the gravel. We see him turning his net inside out into a large paint tin and then moving on, sweeping one foot down through the water crowfoot and jamming his net against the weed. Our own efforts are less assured. The gravel pebbles are covered by a scratchy, chalky deposit and every so often a sharp broken flint assaults the soft skin of our feet. I come across a much larger flint and lift it gently aside. A mist of disturbed silt clouds my view but, as it clears, I see a small fish, trustingly still on the gravel. I attempt to net it but it gets past the curved frame of the net and all I find in the folds is a twig with legs – a caddis larva – and some grit. What a disappointment! The silt clears again, a jerky movement attracts me and I realize that, miraculously, the little fish is still there. Gently I push the net behind it and two more sweeps of its large pectoral fins carry the fish forward. But I can still see it and, scooping grit and fish together, I secure it.


My brother is similarly successful under another stone and, by the time our cousin comes ashore with his paint can, our catch is into double figures. Proudly we show them off. How contemptuously he dismisses them: ‘Only miller’s thumbs. We don’t need any more of those.’ We are not so sure. We tip them out on to the short grass by the wooden foot-bridge. There is one large one, nearly six inches long, two or three are medium-sized and the rest are all small. Without knowing it, we have representatives of three different year-classes of the common bullhead, Cottus gobio L. Years later, I encounter its close marine relative Myoxocephalus scorpius (L.) in the creels of Scottish lobster fishermen. The books call it the short-spined sea scorpion or father lasher, but the fishermen call it the ‘Jimmy Cunter’.


We decide to keep the largest specimen and release the rest near the bridge. (It would have been better to have put them back near the stones where we found them, but at least they were downstream of their shelter stones and if, like salmon and trout, bullheads use olfactory cues to find their way around, they had some chance of a safe homecoming.) Now it is Stuart’s turn. No bullhead lowers the tone in his paint can. Half a dozen minnows, Phoxinus phoxinus (L.), dash about at the surface and one jumps out on to the grass, pale gold below and patchy brown above. The minnows – some three to four inches long – probably come from the same shoal of pre-spawning adults that is now patrolling the run between the water crowfoot beds. Two stone loach, Barbatula barbatula (L.), lie long – over five inches – and orangey brown at the bottom of the can. We tip out the larger of the two and admire it grudgingly. Six barbels hang from its mouth. It starts to squirm about and we nearly lose it among the stems of last year’s reeds. The loach and the minnows are to occupy a large tank in Stuart’s bedroom. Both species do well, the minnows active in mid-water and the loach snuffling like springer spaniels for the chopped earthworms we drop in. At other times they seem to lie quietly on the sand until changes of air pressure cause them to dash to and from the surface.


From that summer onwards, the Chess was to be our teacher. Unreliable home-made nets gave way to flat-framed shrimping nets purchased on holiday. Paint tins gave way to plastic buckets and we begged a white developing dish from my father so that we could sort our captures properly. For the first time, we were able to take a proper look at some of the animals upon which the fish depended. There were the water-snails that scraped a living from the surfaces of the starwort leaves by rasping them with the abrasive rust-red tongues biologists call radulae. In the same sample squirmed the flattened grey-green leeches that, with the brown trout, were the snails’ principal enemies. On the bottom of the dish, caddis-fly larvae dragged their clumsy cases of sand and twig. What a contrast with the delicacy of the mayfly nymphs, now tiptoeing alongside them, now swimming uncertainly, flexing their three fragile-looking tail whisks like the flukes of minute dolphins. Here was our first glimpse of the strange world of the fishes whose lives we were so anxious to share.
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THE LITTLE NIPPER
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If the age of steam was able to reawaken cerebral circuitry hardwired into Man since the age of the mammoth, so the invention of the gun represented a further expression of Man’s ability, which he shares with few other predators, to strike his prey at a distance. Bows and arrows, catapults and, above all, guns of all kinds are of the greatest interest to boys, especially when that interest is encouraged by sympathetic adults.


My paternal grandfather was comfortably off in a small way. He had a De Dion-Bouton motor car but he did not have the resources to keep horses, a sine qua non for those with ambitions to join the local yeomanry regiment, the Royal Bucks Hussars. He was content to join the Bucks Volunteers as a rifleman, which he duly did some five years before the outbreak of the Great War, and as a result he became an expert marksman. (The value of such training was to be amply demonstrated by the British Expeditionary Force at Mons in 1914, when a much larger German force was set back on its heels by the rapid and accurate fire of the British Lee Enfields.) My grandfather volunteered for service in France on the outbreak of war but, to his great disappointment, was unable to conceal his severely damaged heart valves, the effects of rheumatic fever, from the army doctor and was rejected out of hand. His interest in rifle-shooting remained undiminished, however, and when my father began to show an interest in sporting pursuits, he received every encouragement both from his father and from his maternal uncle, John, who farmed a few fields near Ford in Buckinghamshire.


Like his uncle, my father’s passion was that of the hunter rather than of the soldier. He and a boyhood companion from a nearby farm became expert shots with a catapult. They had learned that the first step in making a good catapult is to find a naturally growing vee-shape in the hedgerow and then to bind the two shoots together so that, by the time the body of the catapult is cut out of the tree some weeks later, its two arms are more or less parallel. One end of each elastic, which should not be too strong or accuracy suffers, is held in a cleft at the end of each arm. The pouch is best made of soft leather. I still have my father’s catapult, which was made of varnished apple wood. The clefts have been hardened by gentle charring and the end of the handle is bound with a single strand of polished copper wire to prevent splitting. It is a princely weapon.


House sparrows were the boys’ usual quarry and they had found by experience that the best load was number-four-sized lead shot. On one dreadful occasion, a larger fowl was added inadvertently to the bag. Just as they walked into the farmyard, catapults in hand, a very aggressive cockerel, one well-known to the boys and whose raking spurs they had learned to respect, advanced to the attack. Thinking to scare it off, my father’s companion casually picked up a pebble and engaged the cockerel with his catapult. By an incredible fluke, the poor bird’s beak was driven backward into its skull and it fell, spouting blood, in a flurry of feathers. Fortunately, there were no witnesses and the boys were never suspected. My father always insisted that one should never shoot what one was not prepared to eat, and so no doubt the cockerel was discreetly plucked and gently stewed at some distance from the scene of the crime.
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