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Praise for Telling Tales Out of School


 


‘I’ve increasingly come to the view that schooldays should come at the end, rather than the beginning, of one’s life, when we have at least a modicum of the wisdom and experience necessary to deal with so many life-changing decisions. But then maybe we’d lose some of the surreal serendipity of schooldays, so vividly recaptured in Telling Tales Out of School. A rich compendium of shared confusion.’


– MICHAEL PALIN


 


‘This is a delightful and compelling collection of stories about something we’ve all had to go through. From the very first page it brings back all the pangs and pleasures of school, teased out by the quiet, sympathetic and highly effective professionalism of Jonathan Sale.’


– JOHN SIMPSON


 


‘The most interesting chapters in any successful person’s life are not the ones at the end in the section called Meetings with Important People but the ones at the beginning headed Early Struggles. More interesting still, perhaps, are the even earlier stages of their lives which are remembered in this book, at school and university, before any of them had even the beginnings of an idea how their story would turn out.’


– MICHAEL FRAYN
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To my partner Diana Aubrey and my children Rebecca, Peter and Jessica, all of whom are class acts

























INTRODUCTION





One of them was told that he just wasn’t university material, the other that unless he got O level maths – at his sixth attempt – he could not take up his exhibition to Cambridge. And that’s just two presenters of University Challenge. Bamber Gascoigne pulled up his socks academically and Jeremy Paxman did his stuff mathematically; both show that it’s possible to have a second chance at school and university.


Good or bad, there is always a moment. (Six moments, in the case of Paxman: getting the right answer was as hard as getting a response from Michael Howard.) Actor Tom Conti had a sudden moment after leaving school that steered his life in a new direction. Walking down a corridor with the intention of enrolling in a music course, he noticed a sign pointing to the drama department. On a whim, he changed direction and his life took a dramatic turn.


Paddy Ashdown had a tough life in the Special Boat Service and an even tougher time as leader of the Lib Dems. I’m not saying it was a life-changing moment but his first skirmish, with his over-strict primary school headmistress, deserves celebrating as an indication of how he was shaping up. He locked her in the stationery cupboard and ran away. ‘One to watch,’ she may have thought, ‘and not in a good way.’


How did creative people develop their creativity? Actors, singers, sportsmen and women: who or what lit their fire? Broadcasters, entrepreneurs and scientists: who pulled their strings? Writers, comedians, campaigners, politicians and directors: who turned the key in their ignition?


We may not know it, we may not like it, but our schools are crucial in what we are and what we do. There are primary teachers who encouraged us with gold stars and scary maths teachers who frightened us off figures forever. Even if we are reacting against our teachers, that’s still an influence they are having on us.


‘You take your school life with you all your life,’ the writer Kate Figes told me. ‘My own school life is still very vivid to me.’ One of those vivid moments involved, aged twelve, having to defend her mother’s new book on feminism from the attacks of her forthright classmates. A tough gig. No wonder she went home in tears. Maybe it’s not strange that she is a writer herself: Life After Birth and Couples, among other titles.


Over a fifteen-year period I have been engaged in a weekly series of interviews, mainly for The Independent, on memories of school and, where applicable, art school, drama school and university. They are on the whole the kind of people sufficiently well known to appear on Desert Island Discs, with whole lives and careers sufficiently interesting to talk about.


My aim in this book was to avoid the use of the word ‘celebrity’ (that didn’t last very long, did it?) on the grounds that it seems the wrong term for people like Doreen Lawrence, who is a public figure because of the admirable way in which she has created the Stephen Lawrence Charitable Trust to conjure something positive from the worst event that can happen to a mother. On the other hand, it is not a crime to be a celebrity and the word describes most of the people in the book. The word ‘interesting’, however, describes them all. Being a boring celebrity, I hope you’ll agree, should certainly be a criminal offence.


Among those who let me make withdrawals from their memory banks were Meera Syal, Rory McGrath, John Simpson, Gina Yashere, Konnie Huq, Gary Lineker, the Astronomer Royal, Zippo the Clown and one third of Monty Python. They feature in the selection made for this book, together with 230 other well-known and interesting men and women who have made the most of their talent and potential. These are people who may not be typical – they have chosen to stick their heads above the parapet – but many of their experiences at school and university are similar to those undergone by the rest of us.


Drawing on their memories, I have compiled a kaleidoscope of experiences that contributed to their development and careers. Some of these incidents are unique. Actress Jean Marsh remembers being told that the little girl who sat next to her in class had just been killed in the Blitz. Others ring only too true for us all: not knowing where the loos are on your first day (with predictable results for John Humphrys). Robert Winston had the problem of mistaking his form order for his marks; he confessed to his mother that he never got more than a ‘1’ or ‘2’. Pat Cash ran home twice – on his first morning.


Dragon James Caan flogged leather jackets from his father’s shop during break – and added a mark-up which dad didn’t know about. Toyah Willcox was one of several who thought that their first day at school was a one-off; they didn’t realise that you went back the next day, and the day after and…


How did these singular individuals fare during their childhood and young adulthood? Did their academic performance have any bearing on what they ended up doing? Were the seeds of success planted in the playground – or stunted?


What emerged during the interviews were fascinating personal stories and revealing insights. It brought up a range of questions. What were the sparks that lit their fire? Were they a teacher’s pet or a teacher’s pest? Which opportunities did they seize? What did they miss? Their answers provide us with significant hints, clues and examples.


Some showed an early talent. As a toddler, Simon Schama was so brilliant that he got fed up with his parents showing him off to their friends; he refused to utter a word and put himself on a ‘speech strike’. A prophetic primary school teacher told novelist Margaret Forster, ‘You’ll be a writer.’


Others dug themselves out of trouble. The pupil suspended for shoplifting (Clare Balding, since you ask) ended up as head girl; at university she became union president, while simultaneously leading another life as a leading amateur jockey.


Education gave some of the interviewees a springboard to a charmed life: (Lord) Chris Patten became the last governor of Hong Kong and then Chairman of the BBC Trust. Mind you, another ended up in Guantanamo Bay, though he doesn’t blame his school for that.


While our country’s most creative and interesting individuals were sometimes found at the top of the class like Melvyn Bragg, many weren’t. They were at the bottom or not in it at all, having bunked off (‘Where’s that Bradley Wiggins? Down the bike sheds again?’) to pursue interests which were nowhere on the curriculum. Indeed, a report card of As does not necessarily make a rocket scientist.


Billy Bragg and David Bailey were told by careers masters that all they could look forward to was, respectively, the Ford Dagenham production line and digging holes in roads. One teacher told Helen Sharman that she was hopeless (she only became Britain’s first female astronaut, a real rocket scientist) while Edward Fox’s father was informed by an actor friend that his son would never make it in the profession.


The chance of developing one’s potential is often a hit-and-miss affair. Young Steve Redgrave’s teacher noticed his big hands. So? Well, it’s a clue that you’re going to have a big body, which is just what is needed when a school is looking for a rowing eight. Three members of his school rowing club made it to the 1988 Olympics – that was some teacher.


Chris Packham was prompted by his junior school teacher to write to Blue Peter to ask about the location of Dartford Warblers (Dartford, perhaps?) and has been filmed poking around in hedgerows ever since.


Another fluke: by misreading the instructions at the top of the question paper, Terry Jones messed up the A level he needed to get into the university of his choice, only to end up at another where he met and teamed up with Michael Palin, fellow-Python-to-be.


The paths taken in these colourful lives resemble school food: sometimes nourishing, sometimes bin-worthy. Here is a handy morsel from Myleene Klass: she moved to a school where to hold your head high you needed to own a horse; she didn’t, so she bought the sort of coat that you wore if you did. Science-hating Kathy Sykes listened carefully to the new teacher who advised her not to drop physics O level; she is now a broadcaster and Professor of Sciences and Society at Bristol University. Paula Radcliffe spent more time training than many students do studying – but she still went to the lectures, did the work and got a First. The worst pupils, who left school with no qualifications, often turn into the parents most liable to beg their children to get on with their homework.


One of the most reassuring tales comes from Queen guitarist Brian May. His father was most worried when Brian, after a successful school and university career, was finishing his PhD on interstellar dust – and suddenly declared he was abandoning both thesis and financial security by joining a band. It turned out that he was exchanging stardust for rock stardom and Queen got to the top – of Buckingham Palace during the Jubilee celebrations, in the case of their guitarist. Decades later Brian blew the dust off his thesis. It passed.


The lesson to be learnt from this is that there is a point where parents have to take a back seat as children work out the route of their lives and careers. This is not, of course, to say that we should allow four-year-olds to play on motorways if they feel like it, but that we have to let twenty-year-olds get behind the steering wheel. The one happy moment in Babbitt, Sinclair Lewis’s 1922 novel about a prosperous American conformist who tries to kick over the traces, is when his son throws up his college career and becomes an engineer. Conversely, there are also novels to be written – and they surely have been – about lads who horrify parents by leaving jobs in engineering for a university place.


Whatever the new path taken, youngsters who start bands should be reminded that they are unlikely to make a living by playing lead guitar. Brian May had the rocket science to fall back on. So the parents who insist on qualifications are probably right too.






















CHAPTER 1


NURSERY SEEDS





It’s hard to detect promise in a playgroup. ‘I always knew Miranda was going to be Prime Minister when I saw her rearranging the spades in the sandpit into colour-coordinated groups.’ No, probably not. We parents are kidding ourselves if we think we find signs of potential captains of industry, or even of small yachts. We have to wait.


It’s like the journalist on the Sunday Times who handed his colleague (this, children, was back in the days of ‘pieces of paper’ and ‘typewriters’) the article he was working on and asked, ‘What do you think of it so far?’ There was one word on the otherwise empty sheet: ‘The’. To this the response is ‘Fine, as far as it goes,’ or ‘Try a slightly different angle.’


The kids in a kindergarten have scarcely got to the ‘T’ of their development, let alone the ‘The’. They may take into adulthood only a single snapshot of memory from that period, like a lonely photo in an empty album. The picture may be fading and unreliable but it is what they are left with and it is important. Often it is not so much the incidents hanging around in the brain that are extraordinary but the fact that you remember so slight an event in the first place.




* * *





Playing with girls was a problem for Richard Whiteley when he went to Mrs Wighteman’s kindergarten in Baildon, near Bradford. The future presenter of Countdown was one of a dozen toddlers who pottered about in a wooden shed in her garden.


‘There was an Elsan chemical toilet and, in an effort to ingratiate myself with Sheila Biggs, who was crying, I put Felicity Norris’s doll down it.’ Unlike the doll, this enterprise did not go down very well and Richard learnt that you can’t please all of the women all of the time.


He made up for this later by pleasing a lot of the women a lot of the time. I refer, of course, to the lady viewers who sent him those unsuitable ties as tokens of their affection. He was also referred to as ‘Nightly Whiteley’, to which he would reply, ‘No, I’m Nearly Yearly.’


Our most eminent science fiction writer Brian Aldiss was also in trouble with the ladies at an early age:




At Miss Mason’s kindergarten in East Dereham, Norfolk, we discovered a delicious game. The boys were cows and the girls were milkmaids – and would ‘milk’ us. Unfortunately I was unwise enough to tell my mother and she rang the headmistress.





The dairy farm was closed down but there is sometimes a certain joyful sauciness in his stories that might be an echo of this early agricultural experience.


Krishnan Guru-Murthy was so affectionate that they called him ‘Lover Boy’. It is not a term of endearment that is often used by his interviewees on Channel 4 News but it is how the staff thought of him at his playgroup. ‘I used to hug and kiss the teacher and, if I forgot, I made my mother drive me back.’


‘They were terrorists!’ recalls actress Maria Friedman. She was referring not to the other kids at the kindergarten but to the staff, whom she had no desire at all to hug and kiss. After all, they put Sellotape on her mouth because she talked too much. She has since made up for having her voice stolen by putting it to good use, in, for example, Casualty and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s musical The Woman in White.


Her family moved to England when she was five but her formative (or de-formative) years were spent in Germany, where her father was the lead violinist of the Bremen Philharmonic. While the teachers in question bore little resemblance to the Baader-Meinhof Gang who would soon be open for business, one can see why Maria might make the comparison.


Things did not improve in the season of goodwill. The ‘terrorists’ laid on a Father Christmas to help celebrate the day when the school reports came out. This turned out to be a mixed blessing. For a start, the reports were not sent to the family homes but read out there and then. Worse, Father Christmas bore two sacks: one with good presents for the A-list kids with good reports and the other with bad presents for the B-list with bad reports. The kindergarten’s verdict on Maria’s personality and performance was ‘You’re bossy and talk too much,’ so there was no question of which bag would contain her Christmas present. Santa handed her a plastic frying pan.


From then on, it was downhill all the way as far as schools were concerned. Fortunately she had a wonderful mother, an art historian who lectured at the British Museum and could say, ‘Don’t they know anything about child psychology in Germany?’ in five languages.


The millions of readers of the Horrible Histories series might perhaps form the impression that author Terry Deary is no fan of authority but a paid-up member of the Awkward Squad from birth. And the readers would be dead right.




At kindergarten in Sunderland, I soon learnt that teachers were the enemy. I got a very nice Dinky Toy bus for my fourth birthday and was running it along my desk. The teacher called me to the front and got a cane out of the cupboard and I was beaten.





‘I’m not bitter, you know…’ he added bitterly.


Andrew Collins, the former editor of Empire and co-writer of Not Going Out, didn’t give his playschool a chance. Keen on not going out even at that age, he shouted and screamed so loudly at playschool that he was taken away immediately and never went back.


There were tears too on Gail Porter’s first day at nursery school in Edinburgh – her mother’s – because she screamed so loudly she had to be driven away. After that, however, the little girl loved it and indeed her subsequent ‘Big Schools’.


Oona King, who was a London MP until edged out by George Galloway, was another dissatisfied customer. She went to a north London nursery on a Tuesday and was presented with a plate of spinach. One doesn’t have to be a child psychiatrist to work out how well that went down. Not at all, of course. Nonetheless, the next day she found herself sitting in front of a plate of spinach – the same plate of spinach. Incredible. The green slime was there again on Thursday, and on Friday, at which point her mother arrived and took her away.


After that, she had a great time at her schools. She does approve of nursery places being offered to all three- and four-year-olds – ‘as long as there’s no spinach!’ And, one might add, the teacher is properly trained.


At least spinach is good for you. ‘One of my school memories is being force-fed custard and throwing up,’ said comedian Gina Yashere. ‘I didn’t touch custard again until I was about seventeen.’


Olympic breaststroke champion Duncan Goodhew found it difficult to keep, as it were, his head above water. ‘I have fairly savage memories of Miss McTavish’s in Middleton-on-Sea, West Sussex. I remember fidgeting. She put me in the corner and at one point she tied me to my chair.’


Elizabeth Filkin would not have stood for this nonsense. She is the former Parliamentary Ombudsman who, as a punishment for asking too many awkward questions of dodgy MPs, was told to reapply for her own job. She promptly walked out. This is exactly what she had done at her kindergarten in Keynsham, Somerset, where there seemed to be nothing on the syllabus except dancing.


To the horror of her mother, she declared, ‘I’m not going back there!’ on her first – and only – day. That was it until it was time for her to go to Keynsham Infants, an excellent establishment where dancing was less dominant.


Playwright Stephen Poliakoff went to a ‘pre-prep’ school in Chelsea. It closed down long ago but one episode has stayed in his mind ever since.


‘I have a haunting memory of the headmaster’s wife saying goodbye to us and bursting into tears, which was the first time I had seen that happen to an adult; she died shortly afterwards.’


Booker Prize-winning novelist Penelope Fitzgerald looked back on her kindergarten years as being the only time she was really happy at school. Her schools after this were so awful that she could not even denounce them in her books, because the very thought of those freezing dorms cast her into a deep depression. Thank heavens, then, for her kindergarten: ‘We walked over Hampstead Heath to a dairy to watch and draw cows.’ (Yes, this was a long time ago; no good trying to order a daily pint there now.)


Another novelist, Clare Francis, remembers the elevating aspect of her kindergarten. The smallest children sat at the front and the benches behind rose up in tiers as if it was the auditorium of a tiny theatre. You ascended as you got older, being prevented from banging your head through the ceiling only by your transfer to the next school. This may or may not have given Clare her head for heights, but it is certainly a fact that she became acclimatised to shinning up masts as she sailed single-handedly across the Atlantic – the first British woman to do so.


Young Michael Rosen, our one-time Children’s Laureate, never reached these heights, certainly not on the climbing frame at Tyneholme Nursery School in Wealdstone, Middlesex. ‘I could never climb the chimney,’ he admits. He couldn’t pronounce it either, referring to it creatively as the ‘chimbley-pock.’ He was therefore particularly impressed by his friend Jimmy, who could cope with the word – but then Jimmy was upwardly mobile at an early age: ‘He wore a suit and put his hands in his pockets, which at three or four I thought was very adult.’


Unlike Michael, presenter Dave Berry did manage to make it to the top of the climbing-frame at his kindergarten in Charlton, south-east London, which was quite a feat on the occasion when he deprived himself of vision by turning his balaclava the wrong way round and pretending he was Spiderman. He didn’t see, therefore, the little boy who punched him smack in the face.


Ann Leslie had an ideal start for a foreign correspondent who was to report for the Daily Mail from over seventy countries, covering the fall of the Berlin Wall and the release of Nelson Mandela. ‘My mother had many marvellous qualities but being maternal wasn’t one of them. She preferred to have me off the premises.’ Her father was in oil and the family lived in India. At the age of four, she was packed off to boarding school.


‘I was always being put on huge, long trains. I went to so many boarding schools.’ One could assume she became used to looking after herself from the title of her autobiography – Killing My Own Snakes.


Sara Peretsky, author of thrillers set in Chicago featuring feminist private eye V. I. Warshawski, grew up amid nature red in tooth and claw. At Cordley School in Lawrence, Kansas, she was so fond of her kindergarten teacher that she hated being sent out to play house with the other girls and just sat around waiting for playtime to be over. She was a loner – ‘I think I grew up in the woods raised by wolves’ – and didn’t know how to play with other children, as opposed to wolf cubs.


Christopher Timothy, who is best known for looking after tamer animals in All Creatures Great and Small, began his education with a walk. He was born in Bala, north Wales, and was sent to a private tutor.


‘I seem to remember walking to the tutor by myself at the age of four – and sometimes going into a church school on the way and being allowed to stay until someone noticed.’


The actor Corin Redgrave was another early walker. He went to Westminster School twice – not on two days but in two different periods of his school life. He was three or four when he first went to that public school after it had been relocated during the war from its usual London premises to a very large old house in Herefordshire. For some reason it had been decided to set up a class for toddlers, which included not only Corin but his sister Vanessa, two of the three children of the actor Michael Redgrave. It was a long toddle to the school premises.


‘We had been evacuated to Bromyard, three miles away, and I remember crying with the cold as we walked that long distance.’ They returned to London in 1944 and he told me that he didn’t think he went to school for a couple of years after that. He was not complaining.


The least stressful pre-school times ever are enjoyed by teenies who don’t even have to travel anywhere to go to kindergarten, thanks to their parents who set one up in their own house. Roger Lloyd Pack’s parents did just this in their South Kensington house as a way of economising on school fees, an important consideration for a couple who were, as their son would be, actors. (Roger continuously had to remind people that ‘Trigger’ wasn’t actually his name, but that of his character in Only Fools and Horses.)


‘Shadow Poet Laureate’ Adrian Mitchell had two years of fun in his own house, which was where his mother held her kindergarten according to the principles of Froebel. (Froebel? He was a progressive educator like Montessori. Montessori? She was a progressive educator like Froebel. I discovered in my mid-twenties that I went to a Froebel primary. Or maybe it was Montessori.)


Oliver James, the clinical psychologist who earned the thanks of a grateful nation by making Peter Mandelson cry on his BBC2 series The Chair, had not one but two parents who were psychoanalysts. His books include They F*** You Up and it was to avoid ‘f***ing him up’ that his own mother and father set up a nursery school in their home at the epicentre of analysis, St John’s Wood, north London. Their worry was that, having three sisters, he would not otherwise be exposed to enough testosterone. ‘Unfortunately all the children who came were girls.’


He may well have been exposed to quite enough testosterone – his own – to judge by his conduct at an Evelyn Waugh Decline and Fall-type prep school where his uncle was the headmaster. ‘On my first day I launched an unprovoked attack on two older boys and had a great chunk of hair pulled from my head.’ He then decided to **** off and somehow managed to give school a miss for a year.


Just one event from his kindergarten days remained engraved in Sir Terry Pratchett’s memory. There was one kid who would these days be termed a ‘difficult’ child. When they were told to draw a picture of Goldilocks and the Three Bears, the little boy scribbled away with his red pencil to depict a theme not taken from the conventional telling of the tale. ‘Goldilocks Burning up in the Fire’ was the incendiary title he chose for his drawing. ‘I remember thinking that the human brain was a very strange thing,’ said Terry, whose own brain has created the wonderful Discworld book series but, sadly, developed Alzheimer’s.


On the one hand, it is possible that Barbara Dickson may not have been a very nice little girl: ‘When my mother was pregnant with my brother, she tried to send me to a kindergarten at the age of three but the principal said I wasn’t a very nice little girl because I put my fingers in my ears during the morning hymn.’ On the other hand, it might have been her musical sensibilities (she has an MBE for services to music and her hit singles include ‘I Know Him So Well’) kicking in at this early age.


‘The only thing I remember about my kindergarten in the hall of St Peter’s Church in Gorleston, Norfolk, is having cookies and milk while a teacher played the piano,’ said Myleene Klass, former member of Hear’Say and a classical pianist. ‘We put up our hand if we knew what was being played – “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”, for example.’ She brought the tune back into her life by performing it on Music for Mothers, her first album since having a baby. She points out that this is a pretty classy nursery rhyme, being based on an arrangement by Mozart. It sounds like a good one for pregnant mothers to play to their foetuses.


Letchmore Heath in Hertfordshire was where Village of the Damned was filmed (it’s about alien children and my partner was in it, as one of the earthlings) but there is nothing damnable about the place itself, or the nursery school where novelist Joanna Briscoe was among the tiny pupils. It is no one’s fault that the single memory she has of her nursery is one of those sad, awkward recollections that we are lumbered with, in spite of all the happy events enjoyed during the same period. Needing her mother, as one does, she informed her teacher that ‘I want Carol’ – she called her parents by their Christian names – and was relieved to be told ‘She’s over by the doll’s house.’ However, she was immediately disappointed: it was not her mother but a little girl named Carol who was playing with the dolls.


Michael Palin has a more neutral but equally clear memory of the first day of his travels through private education, which began at the kindergarten attached to Birkdale Preparatory School. He recalls ‘the very dark brown paint of the converted house of a Sheffield steel owner; Miss Fossdike taking my hand; the doors swinging to behind my mother.’ Early on in his nine years there, he enjoyed geography and maps; one project involved colouring in the rocks beneath the throbbing surface of Sheffield. The series producer involved in Michael’s first documentary, Roger Laughton, was in the year above. The old toddler network. It must be something in the water. Or the rocks.


Oddly enough for a rapper, J-Rock of Big Brovaz had a brief experience of a highly privileged education. He was about three when he was chauffeured to school in Washington, DC, where his father was the ambassador for Ghana. We must hope that he made the most of the high life while it was there, because his family went downmarket after that and in his teens he was to live in an area he describes as ‘very ghetto’ where he had to carry a gun. (Did he use it? ‘Not really,’ he replies – ever the diplomat.)


If you had to look for an under-five education that was both privileged and yet diametrically opposed to the J-Rock experience, you might well point to Gelek Rimpoche, the great-nephew of the thirteenth Dalai Lama. Born in Lhasa, Tibet, he was picked out shortly after his birth as a possible reincarnation of the Panchan Lama, Number Two to the Dalai Lama. At the age of three, however, he was downgraded, decreed to be the reincarnation of an abbot: ‘I’m not among the highest lamas but not the lowest: upper-middle-class in British terms!’


Although he was, theologically speaking, practically of Downton Abbey status, he began his education as a monk by living in a cave with his teacher. He had one-to-one tuition; he couldn’t yet read, so, at an age when British kids would be hearing nursery rhymes, he listened to and repeated long Buddhist prayers and mantras. He perfected the art of sleeping not only while standing up but while reciting his homework, a skill from which many of us would have greatly benefitted during our teenage years.


In these less innocent days, it seems incredible that a three-year-old girl would be sent off to kindergarten in the charge of only a five-year-old brother. Yet this is how crime novelist Minette Walters began her educational career, when their mother put them on the bus to Hill Side in Scarborough. ‘We wore labels with our names and address on them in case we got lost en route.’ Paddington Bear springs to mind – and not in a good way. Still, she learnt to read, so the worrying trek paid off.


After briefly being a latchkey kid at grammar school, Minette was sent to a boarding school sixty miles away from the home of her mother, who rarely visited. Fittingly, the uniform here resembled the dress of Orphan Annie. ‘I don’t think our relationship recovered.’


‘I went on a speech strike.’ Simon Schama’s revelation about his early vow of silence surprised me. It would have astonished his French teacher at secondary school, who called him ‘the gasbag’. It would also astonish all who admire his fluency in A History of Britain and his other BBC2 series. Yet when he was very young, he got fed up with being wheeled out by his proud parents to show off his incredible memory. He could remember everything. When he was at an age when merely reading the words on the labels of potted plants would have been pretty smart, his idea of a good time was memorising the Latin names, a skill which, to his regret, has since departed.


He dug in his little heels and refused to be the Mr Memory – or rather, Master Memory – of Westcliff-on-Sea. He refused to utter a word, except to the gardener (presumably to make sure that the potted plants kept coming) who was sworn to secrecy. His parents decided he must be mad and packed him off to a psychiatrist, who asked, ‘Why are we so silent?’ Simon refused to answer.


Some of us missed out on the nursery and kindergarten scene. When broadcaster Anna Ford was three, she wondered where her brother Adam went every day. Pooh Bear had the same query about Christopher Robin, whose front door had a message stating ‘Gon Out Backson’, later replaced by the more correct ‘Gone Out Back Soon’ which showed that the local infants’ school in the 100 Acre Wood was up to scratch.


The Fords lived in the vicarage half a mile from the village with the pedestrian name of Boot in what is now Cumbria. ‘I followed him up the road to Boot Primary School but the teacher said that, as I was three, I would have to come back when I was four, so I sat down on the step and she gave me a crayon and paper.’ Anna wrote ‘Back Next Year’ on it, or would have done if she could have spelt it.


Bernard Hill realised he was missing out on the school action and tried to go a year early. Like Frodo in The Lord of the Rings (Bernard was in the film but not as a hobbit) sneaking into Mordor, the eager four-year-old slipped into the stream of five-year-olds in his street heading for St John Bosco in Moss Side, Manchester. The priest with the register blew his cover, however, and promptly sent him home: ‘No, you don’t come this year, Bernard.’ What is the opposite of truanting, that is, going to school when you shouldn’t be? Anyway, no punishments were involved. Those, as we shall see, would come later.


Shirley Anne Field acted in a series of noteworthy films – The Entertainer, Alfie and My Beautiful Laundrette among them – but her earliest education was also notable for the fact that she went to ‘big school’ before she went to a nursery school. She was born in the East End of London just before the beginning of World War Two, which, as well as being incredibly dangerous, was not a very good career move.


‘My dad was missing in action – or just missing – and my mother had no one to look after me.’ While the poor woman carted her baby son with her to the factory where she did her war work, Shirley’s two older sisters took her to their school, where she sat out of the way at the back of the class. When her sisters were old enough to be evacuated, Shirley went to a nursery school at the end of the road. Until it was bombed. Fortunately she herself was soon evacuated and went to an elegant nursery near Godalming, Surrey. Here they had to waddle across gravel wearing nothing but sun bonnets. This was supposed to toughen them up. ‘I don’t know if it did; now I wear shoes when I walk across gravel.’


After two years of nude gravel endurance, she was ready for ‘big school’ again, this time in her own right. The gravelly matron presumably thought that the mother of naughty Shirley was not up to coping with her, so she arranged for the National Children’s Homes to care for her instead. The five-year-old was packed off in her new clothes to her new school, travelling by herself through a war zone – i.e. England during World War Two – expecting to be met by her family. It wasn’t in fact her family who were waiting on the platform but the head of the 400-strong school who took her to Edgworth, north of Bolton. And Shirley Anne remained there for a decade.


The differences between kindergarten, play school, nursery and nursery class need not detain us here. The point is that for many this is when their boat was launched into the educational rapids. If the water is too choppy, this will be a bad start for the whole voyage. With a bit of luck, these will be quite slow rapids. Anyway, under-fives don’t have to turn up every morning and afternoon; they don’t by law have to be in a kindergarten at all. Toddlers can toddle off until a primary school has them legally in its grip. But it’s still a crying (or grizzling) shame when things go wrong.


It’s wonderful when they have an enjoyable and educational time (in that order), a useful preparation for the years of being gathered together every day with an adult who isn’t their parent and children who aren’t their siblings. And for some it is particularly precious: those for whom it is the only form of schooling they actually liked.



















CHAPTER 2


THE FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR SCHOOL LIFE





This was it. It wasn’t like playgroup, where you could take the next pedal-car out. This was it for the following decade. At least. Make that two decades if, instead of quitting classrooms as soon as is legally possible, you clung on to university for a second degree or even a PhD.


It is easy to forget how confusing everything is in those early days. Coming from a home where cooking was pretty basic, children’s author Jacqueline Wilson was reduced to tears by the school dinners: she’d never come across anything as sophisticated as stew or mince.


On the plus side, some of the experiences in this new world are joyful and stay with you forever. The first day I went into Byron House, Cambridge, was also the first day I came across Pooh Bear. The class were sitting in a semi-circle while the teacher read the first story in The House at Pooh Corner. This became one of my favourite books and I re-read it for some time. When I say ‘for some time’, I mean that in my first year as a student we used to sit around and read it into a rare tape recorder which one of my technically-minded friends possessed. We all took different parts and I was the narrator, which required less acting ability. My second job was on Punch magazine, the one much earlier held by A. A. Milne; I like to think that the venerable roll-top desk where I sat had been where Pooh’s creator sat years before.


Unlike me, Pat Cash is not one to sit around, being as fast a mover on his first day at school as he became on the tennis court later. Having delivered him to Our Lady of Good Counsel Primary in Melbourne, his mother suddenly saw him shooting past her on the way home. (If this had been a tennis match, the score would have been fifteen-love to Pat.) She caught him (fifteen-all) and took him back to the care of Our Lady (fifteen-thirty). The sympathetic teacher put him by the window so that he could look out at the world but he crawled through it and scampered away (thirty-all). He was caught again (thirty-forty) and given some good counsel: ‘My mum said she would belt me within an inch of my life.’ (Game, set and match to Mrs Cash.) Fortunately he soon got to like school after that.


Sue Townsend lasted only slightly longer on her first day at Glen Hills Primary, near Leicester: ‘I went home at playtime. I thought that was it. I thought I’d stayed a fairly long time, being bored and shouted at.’ The late author of the Adrian Mole yarns was not best pleased to discover that there was a lot more where that came from. ‘It got worse.’


The catchment area included a posh neighbourhood and other people’s fathers worked, for example, at the Foreign Office, and not, like hers, in a factory. She was one of the ‘children from the rabbit-hutches’, i.e. the enclave of prefabs on the unfashionable side of the main road, and was not as well spoken, well dressed or well moneyed.


Her legs were slapped as a punishment for not being able to read. She associated this somehow with the Queen, whose picture happened to be just above where she sat, and she was a republican for all her life. The slapping (unsurprisingly) did not instil the ability to read, but the mumps did. At eight and a half she was off school for three weeks and turned to some Just William books from a jumble sale: she worked out what the captions to the illustrations meant. Then she was off into the landscape of the printed word as fast as William’s mongrel (fittingly named ‘Jumble’ in view of the source of the books) after a rabbit.


‘I came home at lunchtime on my first day,’ says Graeme Garden, one-third of the classic comedy series The Goodies. ‘My mother was very surprised.’ It was nothing to do with ‘the really smashing village school’ in Broughton, near Preston. It was just that when the classes stopped for lunch, he assumed that this was it for the day, which is what you would expect from the creator of Radio 4’s I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue.


So, singer and actor Toyah Willcox, how was your first taste of school? ‘It was possibly the worst day of my life.’ At four and a half she was dressed in ‘this excruciatingly uncomfortable uniform’ that she hated. Her mother drove her to Edgbaston Church of England College for Girls and left her there but, since Toyah simply screamed and screamed, she had to come back. Toyah clung to her.


It didn’t help that ‘the spinster who was our teacher’ was without any appearance of warmth. It also didn’t help that the lunch of sprouts and sausages was, in words that we hope Toyah didn’t use at the time, ‘f***ing horrible’. Finally, when her mother returned at the end of the day to collect her, Toyah cheered up: ‘I thought that was it, that there was no more school.’


There was in fact more school, fourteen years of it, and she detested the uniform every day.


As Toyah showed, it was an easy mistake to make and young Trevor McDonald made the same one. His father took him to his primary school and popped back later to make sure his son was OK, thus giving him the wrong impression.


‘I thought it was a one-off; I’d done it and could retire to a useful career somewhere else.’ If anchoring ITN counts as a useful career, Trevor has certainly had one, but first there was the second day at primary school, and the third, not to mention the scholarship exams for secondary school and the place at University College of the West Indies. Education wasn’t a barrel of laughs and all the while his poor father worried that his son wasn’t headed for a ‘proper job’ like a lawyer or doctor.


Years later, when Mr McDonald Senior saw youngsters crowding round Trevor for his autograph, he finally accepted it hadn’t all been a complete waste of time: ‘I hadn’t become a total vagrant – or if I had I was a well-known one.’


Splott sounds like the sound effect of an ink pellet scoring a direct hit on a teacher’s bald head but is in fact a district in Cardiff, hence Splott Primary School where a rival newsreader on the other channel, John Humphrys, sat at its old, old desks.


‘On one of my first days there, I can remember not knowing where the loos were and not liking to ask – with the resultant disaster when I failed to reach the safety of my home. My mother was very sympathetic.’ We’ve all been there and our mothers were very sympathetic; at least, mine was.


Botanist and broadcaster David Bellamy had no sympathy for a mishap: ‘On my first day at school, I shared a double desk with a little girl; she wet the seat and I got the blame.’


There was more to come to make kids wet their knickers. When he was six, the war started and Chatsworth Road Infants in Cheam, Surrey, was in ‘Doodlebug Alley’. If your friends missed school, it wouldn’t be because of a tummy-ache; it would be because of a direct hit on their house by a flying bomb. A lot of lessons took place in the shelters.


‘Then I went to Cheam Juniors, 300 yards away, which had a motley set of teachers who taught us well in impossible conditions.’ One teacher had been in the Indian army and the best lesson was when he showed David’s class pictures of heads chopped off and impaled by the ‘wicked Indians’, which would have taken their minds off the ‘wicked Germans’ flying above them.


Margaret Drabble could have been put off education for life: no Quaker school, no Cambridge place, no graduate wife novels, and no editorship of The Oxford Companion to Literature to help out with our crossword puzzles. Her delightful school in the village of East Harding near Pontefract had two teachers, one for the smaller kids and one for the larger children.


She turned up on her first day under the impression that they would be cutting things up and sticking them down – yet the day passed without any action on the sticking-down front! This made her all the more determined to return on Day Two to check it out. This gap in the curriculum was then remedied and young Margaret did indeed get stuck in, both to the handicraft on offer and to the beginning of her sparkling career at school and university.


Malcolm McLaren’s first day at William Patten Primary in Stoke Newington, London, was also his last for some time. The Sex Pistols’ manager-to-be, he was brought up by his Portuguese-Jewish grandmother, who was by way of being the black sheep, or ewe, of the family. He states that she was related to Danny Kaye, although she is unlikely to have been one of the relatives invited to the Kaye family gatherings. She gave Malcolm two pieces of cotton wool (to block up his ears if he didn’t like what the teacher was saying) and a piece of advice (turn your face to the wall anyway).


He went one better. He crawled under the desk, from where he was dragged out, clinging to the leg of a little girl.


‘I may have sunk my teeth into her thigh,’ he adds ingenuously, as if it were the kind of thing one might not have noticed one was doing at the time.


He did not trouble any school with his presence for two years, which would have suited everyone. His grandmother, assisted by a private tutor, taught him to read and write – and read he did, first Jane Eyre, which took him a year, and then a facsimile edition of A Christmas Carol. This had Dickens’s original crossings-out, as his grandmother, who becomes more intriguing the longer the grown-up Malcolm talks about her, declared that mistakes are very important in the creative process.


When he was eight, it seemed a good time to give school another whirl, this time without the cotton wool in the ears. Granny, whose father was a diamond dealer, paid the fees for Avigdor School in north London. These may not have been very high, as he remembers it as being situated in a prefab building resembling an RAF training barracks converted into one of today’s less successful free schools. The afternoon schedule concentrated on religious instruction, so Malcolm tended to give it a miss, not being desperate to learn Hebrew. To his credit, he does not seem to have bitten anyone this time.


Phill Jupitus has a more architectural memory of his own Day One of education. ‘I vividly remember walking from the pub (it wasn’t a pre-school drink – we lived above it) on the first day at Northbury Infants and Juniors in Barking, Essex. When I went into the classroom I remember running my finger along the dado rail.’ He defined the latter as ‘a row of tiles three feet above the ground’. Not for nothing is he one of the humorous polymaths of QI. Some of us may be vague on the definition but a dado is indeed a moulding thirty-six inches above the floor; it sticks out and protects the wall from chairs pushed against it.


The rail was only the tiniest of details but it stuck in his mind over the years. It also stuck to the wall and was still there when, in a visit packed with emotion, he went back to open a new wing (the Jupitus Extension?) a few years ago.


‘School felt like playtime with an informational element,’ which sounds like a winning combination worthy of an Absolutely Outstanding classification from Ofsted. ‘History was my favourite subject. Being told about Romans and Saxons was a new concept: things had happened before the Second World War.’


This historical revelation has left him with a special interest in buying old coins. ‘Tactile history. I like beat-up ones. Billy Bragg gave me a coin (he got two for the price of three) from 800 BC with a crude eagle on the back.’


(Let’s leave aside the bit about duo for the price of tres, as we Ancient Romans put it, which I take to be a jockus. Without casting aspersions on the worthy singer Billy Bragg, one has to ask if the ‘crude eagle’ is intended to be the symbol carried by Rome’s legions. If so, one has to point out that according to tradition, Rome was not founded until nearly fifty years later than the alleged coin, in 753 BC, by Romulus and Remus. Or a wolf. Stephen Fry would know.)


Barbara Trapido, author of Brother of the More Famous Jack, had an early lesson in the language of apartheid when her family moved to South Africa. On her first day at the all-female, all-white Berea Road Primary School in Durban, they were opening their packed lunches when one of the girls asked, ‘Would you rather a native boy [African] or a coolie [Asian] made your sandwiches?’


Still, there was a spiritual element to the school. This was where she found God, in the sense that she had never heard of Him before and now someone would come into the classroom once a day and stick pictures of Jesus on a green beige board. ‘I was enchanted,’ she recalls.


Publicist Max Clifford’s first day at All Saints Junior School in Wimbledon was a PR disaster. ‘I had a fight with a boy called Andrew Baxter and he got a bloody nose. He turned out to be the headmaster’s son.’ He was more successful on behalf of the other kids, however, his first ever clients: ‘I had a creative imagination. I would make an excuse for someone who was late or teach them how to get away with it.’ Unfortunately, as an adult he has recently failed to use his imagination sufficiently to get away with it on his own behalf.


Fortunately, primary schools seem to leave happier memories than secondary schools. That is not a national scientific survey. It is not even a survey of the hundreds of people I’ve interviewed. It is just my impression.


Take comedian Phil Cool, who was lucky in both his primary schools: ‘Sunny days, flowers and sometimes doing lessons on the bowling green.’ That slightly made up for his clouded memories of his secondary modern.


Maybe primary schools seem to be on the sunnier side of the street simply because distance adds something to the view and the memories of our experiences as a five-year-old are that much further away. Also, there are a lot fewer exams.
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