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Dedication




    This book is dedicated


    to my three wonderful children


    Kara, Allan and Tony.




    During their lifetime I have toiled hard at my craft in education often neglecting them without fully realising. Now retired and having written this book I have the chance to give them something back and explain what I have been up to.


  




  




  

    
Prologue




    ‘This book charts the fascinating journey of an inspirational leader of education, both at a local and national level. Full of wit and wisdom, it is a timely, and much needed reminder, of what draws us into teaching. A timeless story of someone who wanted (and succeeded!) in making a difference. An inspiring read.’




    James Hilton (Author, Speaker & ex-school leader)




    James is the acclaimed author of three books on teacher wellbeing and resilience: ‘Leading From the Edge’ (Bloomsbury 2016), ‘Ten Traits of Resilience’ (Bloomsbury 2018) and ‘Riding the Waves’ (Bloomsbury 2020)




    ‘Kim’s experience is as deep as it is wide. There is so much for teachers and leaders here in all settings.




    Kim reveals the roots of his practice through his own story. This book drips with experience, understanding and integrity.




    Kim shows us how great leaders are made. His experience is striking, relevant and inspiring.’




    Paul Dix (nationally known educationalist)




    Paul is the acclaimed author of two books: ‘When the Adults Change Everything Changes’ (Crowne House 2017) and ‘After the Adults Change Achievable Behaviour Nirvana’ (Crowne House 2021). Paul is an internationally acclaimed leader and speaker on Behaviour in Schools.


  




  

    
Introduction




    As a child I had many dreams about what I would like to do on reaching adulthood. Just like many children then and now there were times spent watching and listening to grandparents, parents, uncles and family friends. Their adventures in life and working roles being the fuel to my imagination. The very inspiration that would set my own mind thinking of what possibilities life might present.




    Although I started school as a five-year-old in the then West Germany, my first real recollection of school was a few years later in Middlesex. It was not a particularly happy time. The adults I met then seemed at odds with the philosophical notion that education was about learning and the enjoyment of discovery. It was a poor starting point for me when retrieving the very memories of childhood … which are supposed to be joyful.




    With my father’s job in the RAF causing us to move regularly, it was such an opportunity that caused things to change. In moving 2,500 miles a single teaching figure literally altered everything and had a huge impact on me. This person being my wonderful Primary Class Teacher, the young Miss Kirkpatrick. One of the few people I will actually name. She was an inspiration and lit in me a spark of enjoyment, interest and enthusiasm that was undoubtedly the foundation of my personal and professional future.




    Thereafter moving to boarding school and being there for six years meant some of that enthusiasm was sometimes lost. Certainly, a great deal of what many would consider to be formative years were spent away at school. Yet there were also gains and fun to be had. As I grew up, I began to question and at times to rebel. That journey through three schools and university is tracked in Part One where I undoubtedly learned a great deal about myself and what I wanted from life.




    The prospect of ever working in education seemed a million miles from being likely. Unknown to me Teachers, Lecturers and other Educational Professionals lay in wait for me … and in time they were to help me focus and determine the very route of my life. Their wise words, professional insight and enduring encouragement kept me going and believing in the power of education to shape lives. It may seem an unlikely addition to a story of becoming a Headteacher and then Principal, but it explains how adults and teachers can unlock our potential and set us off on our life journey. As you read of my interactions you will see how those relationships can impact on a child and young adult to help shape who we are and how we are. I believe this is something often lost when we speak of the importance of education and its meaning in the widest sense. Take from this part of my journey how at times I was close to coming off the rails and how those in education helped to guide me. The position such teachers had sometimes assisted with my journey as a child and young adult and helped take me beyond a sense of being lost in those tricky times of a teenager. It could have broken me … but there were good adults around and they saw something in me. In the end … they certainly helped take me to a place where I felt being a teacher was the right career pathway.




    Part Two unpicks the experiences had as a teacher in five quite different settings. All the children I met and taught, along with my many teaching colleagues, opened my eyes to the varying challenges of those in mainstream and specialist provisions. As I ventured into teaching, my stories show how I navigated that journey. They also reveal how I gained an insight into the potential I had and the opportunities that presented to develop life-changing skills. The switch from being the one being influenced to that of being the one who influences was immense for me. In that time, I actually ‘grew up’ with those I taught as I developed my craft in a teaching role.




    Parts Three and Four reveal many mixed experiences as a school leader of four vastly different schools in Special and International settings. The hard toil involved in breaking mediocrity in school performance in order to motivate all to want to embrace excitement, challenge, discovery and excellence in their practice. No easy feat and one that had its own personal toll, eventually working through such hurdles and achieving success and outstanding practices. These stories reveal the reality of a relentless pursuit of excellence which many will be able to relate to in their own time in education, both present and historic. They may also enlighten those aspiring to venture forth.




    Forty-four years after leaving school as a pupil I retired as the Principal of a Special Academy for children and young adults with complex needs and as the former National President of a School Leader’s Association. The highs and lows of that journey were many and often intertwined. So many people and places each with their own tale of happiness, sadness, harsh lessons learned, and opportunities taken to try and make a difference.




    As you read, I trust that you will consider that all of us can be a leader … but not everyone is quite ready. The key point I look to make being the importance of learning at every stage of my journey towards becoming a school leader. This often meant asking the question of myself ‘What did I learn? Did I make sure I stopped from time to time to listen and think?’




    If my story and the actions I took throughout inspire others to … dream more … learn more … do more … and become more … then it may help them to be a future leader. The attitude of one’s mind being crucial in this … as portrayed in this simple tale:




    ‘When out at sea … the pessimist complains about the wind … the optimist expects it to change … the leader adjusts the sails.’




    Often feeling as if I was one of Education’s ‘Respectable Revolutionaries’ I tried to make my mark. Throughout, my motivation being to overcome the negative half full world of many and replace their thoughts of adversity and difficulty with a sense of challenge and opportunity. It was no easy task. I was paid by my employers in brass … and rewarded by all the children and young adults I taught … with memories made of gold. All this warranted a story being told … and once retired I collected my stories together … to share with you.




    If you are after some sort of academic expose on leadership or an A-Z manual on being successful as a school leader then this is not my intention. I am trying to take you away with me for fifty-five years of travel through a variety of educational settings to give you an insight into the many roles held in this most unlikely of expeditions.




    I was once told that as a school leader ‘everyone sees what you appear to be … few experience what you really are’.




    Do read on … make your mind up about my journey and take from it what you wish to help you with yours.


  




  

    
Part One




    
Learning My Future Craft




    In 2015 a Minister addressed an Education Summit in London and when speaking about the purpose of education he said:




    “Education is the engine of our economy, it is the foundation of our culture, and it’s an essential preparation for adult life.”




    He went on to say,




    “We all have a responsibility to educate the next generation of informed citizens, introducing them to the best that has been thought and said, and instilling in them a love of knowledge and culture for their own sake. But education is also about the practical business of ensuring that young people receive the preparation they need to secure a good job and a fulfilling career, and have the resilience and moral character to overcome challenges and succeed.”




    My earliest memories of the journey you are about to travel with me should have mirrored his words. Surely that would have been the very basis of why I was turning up at school each morning from 1960. Yet you will see that from 1963 such great words could not have been further from the reality I experienced.




    Thank goodness for one young Primary Teacher in 1965 who typified the words of Albert Einstein:




    “It is the supreme art of the teacher to awaken joy in creative expression and knowledge.”




    She loved teaching and as a result I began to love learning. This was a significant discovery for me. At that time I had a positive grasp of what my educational experience could be … and how the school I was in should be. My life was touched by this teacher.




    Secondary school had its moments where such experiences grew, faded and grew again. It was here that the characters I related to were the difference.




    As Andy Rooney is reputed to have said:




    “Great teachers are usually a little crazy.”




    I met such inspiring characters and they cast a spell on me. Are such individuals not the very ones we remember?




    In his speech in 2015, the Minister also referenced the disdainful words of Mark Twain:




    “I have never let my schooling interfere with my education.”




    As a teenager, with all that means psychologically, socially and physically we have our heads turned by the distractions and our minds energised by the challenging of boundaries. You may connect to my time away from home at boarding school or indeed spot a similar child or pupil in your life experience to date. I learned so much outside of the classroom and more importantly got the chance to test its efficacy.




    Mark Twain would relate to the view that it provided me with an insight into the meaning of the saying:




    ‘The only difference between a good day and a bad day is your attitude.’




    This all lead to going to University in 1974 … with a desire to learn the craft of being a teacher … not just any teacher … for as you will find out I wanted to be one who could make a real difference … to some incredibly special children.




    As you read through the five chapters in Part One you may sometimes question my arrival at such a conclusion in my ‘Learning’. I trust you will also reflect on the impact that the adults had on me and how I arrived at the point where wanting to become a teacher was a reality. Can you remember such a moment and is it something you are still true to now?




    It is important to stop and think as an adult and particularly as a teacher to question in your life journey what your personal trail has left behind. Probably best captured in the discussion between two old friends about their driving. One says to the other “I’ve had a safe life driving a car and never been involved in an accident.” His friend replies “I take it you looked in your rear-view mirror from time to time just to be sure?”




    As such, to stop from time to time and think what it is like to be a child or teenager in their home, classroom and school is time well spent. Too often we focus on ‘what’ they have done rather than ‘why’ they did it. For sure, if in the case of where there has been a wrong it should be addressed. But in order to understand, so it isn’t done again, the ‘why’ is important. And actually, the ‘why’ should always be important in all cases. As adults, teachers and school leaders we must take on the responsibility of playing a key role in assisting with this fundamental in education for life. The question is there to be asked … ‘Can you think of times when it worked … and those when it could have?’




    
Chapter 1




    Memories Start in Middlesex




    
I had started school as a five-year-old at St Patrick’s Primary School at Rheindahlen in the then West Germany. It was a five minutes walk to school and I really have little recollection of teachers, friends and lessons from that time at all. We returned from there to England and my first real abiding memory of schooling was at Juniors in Middlesex. It wasn’t a very happy experience in what was a rather Dickensian brick building which even looked unwelcoming on the sunniest of summer days. The adults often added to this sense of foreboding as many of my teachers were clearly of that time in both their interaction with pupils and abrupt delivery of education. I reflect now that it wasn’t an inspiring time in my life or one where confidence was encouraged to flourish.





    
The Arithmetic teacher was from Burma and his steely look though small round-rimmed glasses struck fear into all who sat before him. His snap questions delivered like a coachman’s whip across the classroom caused panic to the often unsuspecting and probable daydreaming nine-year-old recipient. Many times, I was overwhelmed with fear of being asked … and amusingly total surprise on giving a correct answer to a question. The rapidity of the bursts of questions on times tables often seemed like the room was being sprayed with machine gun bullets. The carnage of wounded pupils berated or beaten for incorrect answers in what seemed like war trenches between the wooden desks. Such was the imagery of these lessons every day of the week. It all seemed to resemble the stories I often immersed myself in when reading the Victor or Hotspur comics and my developing imagination often saw me drift away into a daydream wondering if I would survive.





    The ultimate punishment for poor performance of any sort was by way of the wooden twelve-inch ruler. Held firmly in his hand and with the precision of his mathematical mind it was delivered thin and inked edge across my fingers many times. There were, I am sure, occasions when he smiled. However, I hesitate to suggest this may have been at such a time as my eyes closed in anticipation of the pain yet to be delivered. They were often clouded by my tears at the conclusion of this act of punishment. It would be fair to suggest that all future teachers of arithmetic would find my love and desire for their subject more than an academic challenge.




    
This teacher was not alone in the use of physical punishment deemed to be so important in assisting learning at this time in the mid-1960s. The P.E. teacher also had the role of teaching basket-weaving. A curious subject clearly deemed important in our preparation for future life. The art of wetting the cane to enable it to bend without splitting or snapping became another great challenge in this chapter of my schooling. Enough to say that my cane, like that of many others in class, would often split as it had dried out when being worked. At such a moment I would have to join the queue to the teacher’s desk with my fellow failed weavers. Each and everyone of us with our heads bowed lower and lower as we got closer to the front. The burst of rebuke from the teacher for poor workmanship often added to by being beaten with a plimsoll for repeat offending in the production of weaved baskets. It was never clear why this chubby and not particularly athletic teacher of P.E. was given such a teaching role. Was it his hobby at home? Was it the Headteacher’s humorous timetabling retribution for a previous incident in his teaching? Whatever the answer, it was often the case that to walk the three miles home at the end of the day was celebrated with relief if I had not been hit with a ruler or slipper.





    
Were there any nice teachers at this school? Gosh, I just don’t remember any, such is the abiding memory of the two I mentioned. Later in my life a phrase used by my Arithmetic Teacher suddenly reappeared in my thoughts. He used to say on a regular basis in all sorts of contexts, “He who points one finger at you points three at themself!” and then go about modelling his hand to show this physically. He would then explain how when apportioning blame with the pointed finger it was important to realise the contributory facts (the other three fingers) that may have been the accusers responsibility. I didn’t really get it at the time but did wonder later if he realised that when he crushed us for our mistakes, he ever thought of applying this philosophy to his own teaching performance.





    
As to the question ‘Were there any happy and fun moments otherwise?’ Yes of course, but none were within the school building. As I look back to this time I wonder where those teachers I have referenced had lost their way. What had happened to make them breakers of my spirit and feeling scared of the place where I was supposed to be learning of the richness and excitement of life still to be lived? Undoubtedly on becoming a headteacher thirty years later this experience of mine was not to be allowed as a blight on the life of any child in my school. What can and should we do to ensure such are not in the profession?





    There was something in me, as indeed there is in every child, needing to be saved from being lost. For I had something in me that a good teacher should and could help me realise. The problem … was my problem … there was nobody who was in that school who played out that role at that time.




    
As daft as it may seem, break-time epitomises the simplicity of what was there just below the surface. I was at this time one of the five most celebrated members of the school’s equivalent of Freddy and the Dreamers, and the Dave Clark Five. I both played the air guitar with the most incredible skill and sang sweetly in unison with my band members delivering tunes such as “You were made for Me” to adoring fans in the playground. The requests for an encore often meaning we were slow back to class at the end of playtime because we were having to fight our way through eight- to ten-year old girls swooning because of our celebratory status in the long Summer months. These fifteen-to-twenty minute breaks from the adults were the only moments I recall as being fun.





    
Football hadn’t gripped my interest yet, which was still influenced heavily by my ‘Matt Braddock VC’ and ‘Alf Tupper of the Track’ as well as making and painting Airfix model planes to hang by cotton from my bedroom ceiling. Yet twice a week we went to the recreation ground to play football. I realised years later that I would have been an ideal disinterested player in the making of the film ‘Kes’ for I could spin on a sixpence with clumsy precision to miss tackling an oncoming eager forward dribbling towards our team’s goal. Needless to say, that the basket weaver track-suited teacher would find a moment to insult my interest and ability at the time with his sharp tongue. Thankfully, his black plimsoll was not within reach to seek further retribution if I was one of his team’s defenders.





    Walking the three miles home enabled me and my younger brother Keith to shrug off the bewilderment of our educational day and return home to smiles and warmth. It didn’t matter if it was sunny, snow or rain because walking home was to escape and it was all the quicker achieved.




    One winter when the snow and ice was of seemingly glacial proportions to my young mind, it became clear that the toilets were the nerve centre of our beloved school. The work of the caretaker to keep them warm(ish), thereby preventing the pipes from freezing, was integral to the school being open. At this point the musical opportunities of our celebrated group were limited by the adverse weather. Our lead singer realised a great plan for renewed adulation in this barren time of Playground Palladium performances. One afternoon as we left school, we turned on the taps in the toilets and walked away nervously. The following morning on arrival at school the fearsome Headteacher was there announcing that owing to the frozen flood the school could not open and we should all go home. Our thrill and joyous celebration was naturally measured as he scoured the faces of those before him trying to turn happy smiles to guilt with his heavy stare.




    The Frozen Five were never discovered as our fan base remained loyal to us throughout the winter and through into the summer. With the warmer days and bright sunshine, we were there again against the playground fence performing many a happy rendition of popular songs to lighten the day before and after the never-ending challenges of arithmetic and basket weaving.




    Of course, this was wrong, but it was a silent rebuke of the misery meted out by some teachers. It literally stopped the systematic violence of two adults being the norm … just for a single day. If only the Headteacher had been as eager to seek out such culprits on his staff.




    Can you imagine my excitement in the Summer of 1965 to find that my father was posted with the RAF to Cyprus and we would be leaving to join him in the Summer Holiday? That last day at school in Middlesex was one when relief ran through me at speed. The war that had been waged in my Primary schooling came to an end and I was released from so much unhappiness.




    
Chapter 2




    Happiness in the Mediterranean Sun




    
On Friday 13th August 1965 we flew from RAF Lyneham by a Britannia propellor plane. Fully laden we charged down the runaway with the engines roaring. We took off with what looked like a final desperate flap of the wings … goodbye England.





    
My baby brother Simon in a hammock suspended from the ceiling of the plane’s cabin. Excitement was rife throughout the plane but we all fell asleep quickly to begin our dreams of what may be ahead. When we landed, I remember a frightfully posh officer coming on board and welcoming us all. As he did the heat entering the plane was incredible. I knew then that no wooly jumpers would be needed living in the Mediterranean.





    It was probably no surprise that on arriving in Cyprus I was initially somewhat hesitant and withdrawn when it came to school. My experience in Middlesex had impacted on me quite profoundly regarding my desire to engage and feel comfortable in the presence of those responsible for teaching and learning. There had been no excitement and certainly none of what I now know as the awe and wonder of true learning. Then I met my Junior Class Teacher Miss Kirkpatrick (I have to name and celebrate her). When she spoke there was kindness, honesty, enthusiasm and a gentleness in her voice. She was inspirational in making everyone in our class realise they had ability and a great deal to offer every learning experience presented to us. If you got it right, you not only began to believe but your classmates acknowledged you were of talent. If you got it wrong, you were praised for your contribution and effort and your classmates encouraged you to try again. This wonderful lady … this wonderful teacher created this for us all. She set us all alight and I loved every moment in her presence.




    Even on a cloudy and overcast day school still had a sparkle about it. On a very sunny day … or should I say very hot day when one hundred degrees Fahrenheit was reached … the school closed. We would all then trek home across the scorched ground to get our swimming kit and head off to the RAF Nicosia pool. It was great … Yes! Yet there was a touch of disappointment as an exciting learning moment was being cut short and we were having to say goodbye to Miss K. No thoughts ever again of acts of junior school terrorism and frozen toilets. It is with teachers such as her that we should fill our schools to make them places where every child’s dreams can be set free.




    
My class had one particular girl in it with blond hair that had a green sheen to it from the chlorine in the pool. Over time I believe the same started to happen to me and my three brothers for at every opportunity we would look to go swimming. My brother Keith proved to be the most incredible swimmer and I still wonder if he has webbed feet and gills for he could swim far … ever under water. ‘Tupper of the Track’ was left in his wake and Keith was my hero in water. No wonder he joined the Royal Navy at fifteen!





    
The Headteacher was the most relaxed individual I had ever met in a school. It’s only now that I realise his philosophy was simple … make learning fun and enjoyable … create interest and a questioning mind … be kind, friendly and honest in all you do … and never give up. He ran the basketball and football team and suddenly the sportsman in me was released on court and in goal. I loved my sport and he made that happen. This man only raised his hands to applaud honest individual and team effort. Middlesex was banished to the back of my mind and schooling was now an absolute joy. I had discovered that teachers were capable of being caring, happy and inspiring individuals.





    When I rummage through my attic boxes, I often come across my stamp album which was given as First Prize for a Handwriting Competition and my Observers Book of Architecture, another prize for a school project. These are remnants of good memories from 1965-67 at St Michaels Primary School in RAF Nicosia. This part of my own education was a defining moment in my life. Miss K. had a key in her teaching skills box with which she could unlock potential. Yet at the time I would have had no idea that the day would come when I would seek out those with the very same magical skills and fill my schools with such wonderful teachers. When such teachers are found … of which there are many … every Head must do all they can to keep them in their school.




    My enduring interest in Politics started here with an introduction to the electoral process in our Junior School Presidential Campaign. I was blessed with some great classmates on my campaign team who canvassed for me and helped create a Pupil Charter for future adoption. We were successful and I was duly elected as Pupil President in assembly. Word had it that my performance in a recent football match and the promise of an escalator to the first-floor classrooms clinched the vote in a closely run campaign. This may have been true, but the stairs were never replaced!




    One of my best friends at the time was a classmate called Bob. His father was a medic at the RAF Medical Centre. Sadly, when a Swiss passenger plane crashed trying to land in a terrible storm at the nearby airfield, the Medical Centre was used as the morgue for the one hundred and twenty-six of the one hundred and thirty crew and passengers who perished. Bob’s Dad was always a cheerful man. After this he was marked emotionally by the terrible experience. Some twenty years later Bob and I met again during my Gap Year at RAF Rheindahlen in the then West Germany. His dad worked at the RAF Hospital at nearby Wegberg. The crash still hung over him like a dark cloud.




    
Bob is the only person from my Junior School time that I have ever met again. Such are the challenges of being a ‘Forces Brat’ that you travel every two to three years and may never be reunited with a classmate or friend. It remains something of a regret when I find myself in conversation with current friends who have sustained their connections and friendships going back to Junior School and earlier. More of Bob later in the book.





    
Under the educational spell of Miss K. most of our class took and passed the Eleven-Plus. I don’t remember extra tutoring or cramming for the exam. It was just something we did as part of our normal everyday learning and I really don’t recall feeling under pressure or worried of any potential outcome. When I was told the results were in and that I had passed I recall Miss K. having tears in her eyes and the most wonderful smile on her face. It was as though she knew of my journey and realised what she had unlocked. I was allowed to hug her and say thank you. Then, full of excitement, I ran all the way home to tell my parents. They probably understood more of the implications and possibilities than I did … my mum cried; she was so proud.





    
The rest of that first school year in Cyprus continued to be a great adventure. Through listening to Miss K. read aloud magical and often complicated stories I discovered the joy of reading books. This act of reading pleasure took place in the siesta period each hot summer afternoon as I lay on my bed with the ceiling fan whirring above me. Some of the books related to the lives of young boys at boarding school and all the ‘Jolly Japes’ they got up to. I didn’t realise at the time how this was to influence my next learning experience beyond Cyprus.





    The next school year saw Defence Cuts bite on the island and the Secondary School section at St Michaels was faced with closure as the military presence on camp was reduced. The prospect for my second year was that I may have to travel seventy miles to the Sovereign Base Area at Dhekelia or Akrotiri for my schooling.




    Miss K. remained my teacher throughout the year. Her influence further inspiring me to love every moment of school in her magical presence. Something that has stayed with me and been motivational regarding schools ever since.




    
As the Secondary School faced closure my parents asked me if I would be prepared to go back to England to attend boarding school in Sussex not far from Gran Johnson. At this point the stories of boarding school dormitories, tuck boxes, teachers in gowns with wisdom in their lessons and the fun of young boys away from home … all that I had buried my nose in … suddenly were real in their possibility. I said ‘Yes!’





    The end of the school year was sad in that I had to say goodbye to Miss K. and so many school friends and teachers. What a difference in my life from Middlesex to this point. I was the same person … but so much happier and confident in my eleven years of age.




    
About this time my parents suddenly became gripped with the idea that Sunday School in the Military Church would be a good thing for me to take two of my brothers to. We would be dressed up in best clothes and sent across the scrubland to attend. The first occasion was pure torture for us, and we wondered afterwards why so many angry adults gathered otherwise happy children together to batter them with ‘Thou shall not’ in so many ways. If God spoke to us that morning it was to advise us to see the light … the light of outside. Every Sunday thereafter we would take ourselves off to church with a convincing smile. We would walk past the church door and go to the NAAFI to buy a bottle of Seven Up then sit up the tree drinking our pop waiting for Sunday School to be over. We would then return home and between us we had enough stories about religion from R.E. lessons to weave a convincing tale of our morning. It took twenty years for this story to be released to our parents from our classified memories. Such was the ingrained military mind.





    
The Summer Holiday passed fairly quickly with frequent visits to the beaches on the north coast of Cyprus, east and west of Kyrenia. The adventure of the journey each Saturday and Sunday through the Greek Checkpoint, across ‘No-Man’s Land’ and on to the Turkish checkpoint in the foothills of the Kyrenia Mountains. Then through the Pass at St Hilarion Castle, once a Crusader Stronghold, and past the Canadian Soldiers UN Base before driving down through the checkpoints again into Greek Kyrenia. This was definitely a boy-excitement-thing for me as a Victor and Hotspur comic reader. My three younger brothers and myself hanging on every word of explanation by my knowledgeable father of all things military. There was probably a touch of added drama and intrigue thrown in to suggest John Wayne or Richard Attenborough were somewhere to be seen en route. But then … Hey what was there we didn’t want to believe!





    The beaches were empty of all civilisation until we arrived. No hotels to be seen outside of Kyrenia and each beach was known by the mile distance east or west of the port. Sometimes a Greek National Guardsman would appear with binoculars looking out to sea. But nobody startled him on the horizon while we were ever there. We would swim and snorkel in the clear blue and warm sea finding ancient pottery remnants by rocks. My imagination about such findings being another example of Miss K.’s impact.




    Before leaving the island in the Summer to travel back to England the last haircut had to take place in the city of Nicosia. The barber was a jolly Greek and Ex-EOKA freedom fighter (once deemed a terrorist during British Rule before Independence). After each haircut we would always be given a small white ceramic bottle of Tabac aftershave. I duly had mine to take to boarding school.




    With some mixed emotions and probably a great deal of naivety I said goodbye to my Mum and two youngest brothers, Chris and Simon. My Dad, brother Keith and I flew back to England by RAF Transport Command via RAF Luqa in Malta.




    Life was about to change again … because of school.




    
Chapter 3




    Secondary Years in Sussex




    Having been fitted for the full school uniform in a prestigious outfitter in Brighton under the close supervision of my dear Gran, it was time to journey to the country town that was to be more than just school for it was to be my home for most of the next six years.




    We travelled in a very old car borrowed from the dear elderly couple in Burgess Hill where my father had been evacuated to during the war. It was a classic from the thirties which had flip-out indicators and a wiper operated manually. My trunk was tied to the rack on its rear and my brother Keith and I took it in turns to sit in the front next to my father who drove cautiously in this relic of the road. Periodically at junctions the engine would decide it needed a brief rest and would have to be cranked back to life using a heavy handle.




    
On arrival in the school car park, our car was surrounded by many a sporty car and large modern saloon. It later transpired that initial impressions of other new boys arriving was that we were loaded and quite eccentric thus the car of our choice. In this early stage of establishing myself in the school I felt it wise neither to agree nor dismiss the view but just smile and then change the subject. With another boy announcing bravely he was called William Alexander Van Tromp it seemed attention would not stay with me over such a car … one that many years on would rival the children’s stories of Mr Gumdrop!





    The rigorously enforced routine soon became entrenched in my mind as I settled into the old Grammar School. The softer and friendlier boundaries of my Cyprus experience would both be challenged and gradually unpicked as I tried to fit the model instilled by this traditional setting.




    
The school was founded in 1614 and many of the original Elizabethan frontage remained. The rest being a mixture of buildings from the 18th century through to the 1950’s. It was, and still is, situated in the centre of a small Sussex town with a public pathway through the sprawling site. At the time there were four hundred pupils of which three hundred were day boys coming from nearby coastal towns and rural inland towns and villages. The Headteacher was a formidable and frightening character rarely seen without his gown flowing in a trail behind him as he moved around the school creating a silence and respectful bow from staff and students alike. The Housemaster was an ex-army officer and very brave man with the nickname ‘Shocker’ saying all about his manner if crossed or not listened to. It’s only through the passage of time that I have realised they both had a softer and kinder side. Many years later I have read just so in the ‘Old Boy’s Newsletters’ I still receive.





    
As a boarder it was instilled in us that we were the best in the school and as such loyalty to our Holland House (red in colour) was deemed paramount in all we were to do. The first few months in the midst of this setting … which was almost more military than the life I had led to that day … was quite challenging. It soon became evident that the term attributed to me and all others in the first three years of the school identified our true status. We were the ‘Grots’!





    My first dormitory was on the second floor of the most recent of buildings. The room was large with sinks in the middle and then divided into bays with two or three beds in each. We would have a small locker by our beds with personal effects at a minimum. Whatever we did have, it had to conform to the manifest given prior to arriving and then packed in our large trunk. This was then checked on arrival. It truly was regimented and there was no grey in anything at all … for all was very black or white in more than our clothing.




    We had a common room and a T.V. room for recreational use. Most activities being dictated by older boys … not those necessarily with the best ideas. The T.V. was for all, but the Dorm Captains or Prefects decided on what was to be watched and whether some or all of us newly anointed Grots could sit and watch too. On every Saturday morning we lined up to be given our pocket money which in my first term was 1/6d in three silver sixpenny pieces. We were then allowed to venture a few yards into the town to the Tuck Shop to buy sweets or the local bakery to buy bags of broken biscuits. For the first time in my life, I noted older boys skulking in the shadows nervously smoking cigarettes for fear of being caught by a boarding house master. An act I was to gravitate to in a few years’ time as a respite from the rigour … or was it a moment of rebellious challenge to be enjoyed?




    On every Sunday morning we sat for an hour writing letters home. I enjoyed this as it was my way of staying in touch with my parents so far away. I understand that some of my letters revealed a great deal of heartache and upset at being away from home, which impacted particularly on my mother. However, the magical tales I had read as I lay on my bed in Cyprus were no longer just so and there were times when a hug or a smile were sorely missed, and homesickness went through my heart and soul in big waves. At its worse gently crying into my pillow eased the speed at which I fell asleep many a time through that first term. The gift was not to be heard in my sadness for the resultant bullying would be relentless, as I had witnessed with the emotional crushing of lesser boys suffering from the same heartbreak.




    The whole experience was like that of being a newly-born lamb in a field with many a sheep dog as senior pupils running the show for a farmer like teacher gazing on. The difference being there was no parent to rush to for support, comfort or explanation on what to do. The dormitory routine was enforced rigorously by a member of the Lower Sixth who would be the Dorm. Captain. His performance would be further scrutinised by one of the Upper Sixth Prefects. Lights out was initially at eight fifteen p.m. and talking or going to the bathroom was dealt with by reference to what seemed a compendium of dubious punishments initially including anything from being screamed at, to physically struck. This would, in the years that followed, be refined by senior boys who clearly enjoyed the privilege of their position and meted out punishments with a worrying sense of power and enjoyment. I was recently amused to read that the year before my arrival that the use of physical punishment by staff and prefects had been forbidden with the exception of the Headmaster and Boarding Housemaster. I recall the hook in the Elizabethan Long Dorm. from one of the cross beams where it was said that boys had once been beaten when suspended from it. True or false it did not matter for the very thought was enough to ensure most pupils may pause and reconsider before doing anything deemed wrong.




    I did mostly manage to avoid capture by those seemingly demonic wardens of the night but sometimes my enthusiasm to catch up on the day after lights out resulted in what was in my mind a very public arrest. The trouble for me was that in having three brothers it had always been common practice and very normal to talk with them for a while after saying good night to our parents. Seeing darkness in the same way after lights out was clearly a mistake and often ended in tears accompanying the physical or mental pain.




    
On being caught … which sometimes meant being given up by other pupils to avoid mass punishment … the Dorm. Captain would decide on the consequence. If a repeat offence, then the Prefects would be called upon. Their rebuke, which was often littered with swear words and poking of the finger in my chest, could be followed by a detention or immediate return to bed after some other punishment. I recall such as having to stand with my arms outstretched sideways making circles with my fingers the size of a sixpence for an hour … holding an Encyclopaedia Britannica in each outstretched arm for fifteen minutes at a time … having a page of The Times and having to cross out all the vowels … and being used as the replacement to a ball by four Hockey-playing Dorm. Captains and beaten around the ankles and shins as they ‘passed’ me around the corridor for sport. I often wonder what sort of adult, parent and co-worker they went on to be in their future life. Is this what I’ve heard over the last twenty years as what some men say is ‘character building’ and includes the often accompanying and qualifying remark “It never did me any harm!” Undoubtedly my latter interest in playing in goal at hockey to shelter behind pads and body armour may have had its subconscious roots in this particular run-in.





    
My dear Gran lived not far away by the coast and requested several times in my first year for me to be allowed out for a visit on a Saturday. I caught the bus, and she was there to meet me at the other end. I had to wear my full school uniform and that included my cap perched on my head. She would walk with her head held proudly high as indeed I’m sure she did for most of her life. I found her to be such an incredibly interesting lady and so rich in experiences to make the day a treasure trove of tales. We would take tea in the most splendid cafes and retire back to her modest flat where I was taught to play cards and pretend bet on the T.V. horse racing. Throughout, the tales were delivered so eloquently about her knowing royalty and statesmen from abroad such as Seretse Khama and his wife Ruth in Bechuanaland (now Botswana) and Eamon de Valera in Eire. I was shocked to hear how at the time the Afrikaans would spit at my Gran for her liaison with Seretse and Ruth. Another defining moment when racism became apparent to me and left me feeling disgusted. This lady had fought a crocodile, helped pull teeth from a poorly hippopotamus and ridden on an ostrich in a race. She most certainly was not your ‘everyday grandmother’. At the time, as a young impressionable boy, I was convinced she should have had her own part in the Victor or Hotspur comic … for she was really a most amazing woman. Another adult who helped me realise the importance of ‘dreaming big’.





    
That first Christmas saw my brother Keith and I meet up in London under the escort of a SSAFA Social Worker who took us to Heathrow Airport. From there we flew unaccompanied to Athens where we had to change flights for one to Nicosia. All this as tender twelve and eleven year olds performed without a thought of risk and danger. Unknown to us, the life in Cyprus had changed quite dramatically with the expected threat of the Turkish mainland forces invading. My mother had recently returned from the Sovereign Base Area of Dhekelia to our home at Nicosia where my father and other British Military personnel were stood beneath Union Flags indicating to any potential invaders that they were not the enemy. As my father said years later it was the first time he had been told that our national flag was a bullet-proof shield. Thankfully he never had it put to the test. In my child’s eye he would have been ready though with his tin helmet and machine gun. The two weeks at home on a military base were a refreshing relief after the greater regimented life at boarding school. Our return flight required changes in Athens and Rome. No adult posed a single question on our independent adult-free status. How times have changed since.





    
I never quite conformed to all the expectations and routines at boarding school and maybe all too often failed to see the true error of my ways. Yet there was a growing desire to fight back in some way and as such it did emerge that I was becoming a bit of a rebel. It seemed only right to me at the time as very quickly I realised for bullies and wrongdoing to exist, all you have to do is nothing. So, I promised myself that when I became a Sixth Former I would ‘try to be different’. Following on from being squashed into conforming in Middlesex and then freed in Cyprus it felt right not to give up on my new-found confidence. The maverick beginning to show his ways and shaping my own philosophy on how life could be.





    As a teacher and Headteacher years later I often took an interest in such pupil behaviour. I saw it as a challenge … not always to the authority and routine but also as to the reasons such structures were in place and whether they actually worked. Is this something we need to do more often so as to check that our organisation is right for the time we are in … and fits those within it?




    The dorm. routine required mathematical precision in folding hospital corners on my bed with the travel rug folded three times at its base. I can still do this instinctively with a sheet before twitching and realising what I am doing. As a new boy we were all timetabled to a bath on two nights of the week irrespective of our state of full cleanliness. Water and soap were no stranger to me at twelve years of age so I would sneak a bath whenever I could and even take the place of another who preferred to stay in his self-professed respectable grubby state. We had to wear our school clothes and remain pristine in outward presentation throughout the day unless changed for sport or allowed to go for a walk in civvies. As such, in blazer with cap (with boarders special v-bend in the peak) perched on my head we would carry out all aspects of eating meals, attending morning prayers, going to lessons and doing prep in the evening so attired.




    Meals were simple and never quite filling with us all sat at long tables with benches down each side. We would be called to every meal by the brass wall bell being rung by one of us being sent by a master to the main playground. On arrival in the dining room we would stand with our backs to the table whereupon at a silent signal, the prefect at the head of our table would walk slowly along our line ensuring our polished shoes, combed hair and clean hands were of a standard befitting being fed. If we were not up to it then we were dismissed to improve our performance. It was known to take several attempts particularly if the prefect had taken a dislike to you. The meal always started with grace in Latin.




    There would be a roll call at the evening meal and if there was any post from home it would be eagerly pocketed to be read later. Receiving mail was a great moment for us all as contact with the outside world was soul-lifting. With my parents being over two thousand miles away it was my only contact and has still to this day an importance to me. Outdated I may be, but sending cards, letters and postcards is something I continue to enjoy …. and of course receiving them too.




    
Each Wednesday evening meal was quite special and a worry for all the boarders. It was during this time that the Housemaster would walk around with the designated Prefect to decide who needed a haircut. Woe betides you if your hair touched your collar or ears. If it did then a haircut would have to follow irrespective of whether you had received one the week before. After that the routine was just work through the one hundred names on the boarder’s list for the hour the barber was present. The barber was a strange, gruff and oldish fellow with one leg shorter than the other made good with an extended heel. Before coming into school, he would be in the public house across the road for a couple or more pints of beer and then be heard banging his heavy shoe on the wooden steps to the room in the Elizabethan frontage of school. Here he would work his hour of boarder shearing with little regard for ears consequently often drawing blood. His breath barely enough of an anaesthetic to his craft. I recall one rebel fifth former having his hair completely shaved off at home and then being banned from having a haircut for a term. I found that quite funny but didn’t want to pursue such a line as skin heads were something I’d become weary of when out in my cap and blazer. We were seen as fair game for any such locals in villages and towns nearby.





    For years afterwards having a haircut was only marginally more enjoyable than a trip to the dentist. Make no mistake about how what happens in a school can have such an effect. How ironic it is that still in the present day some headteachers have made hairstyles such a point of conflict. We portray a need to draw the individual out in each pupil but some of us insist they must all be almost clone-like in their appearance.




    
Every Sunday we would have a visit to the Parish Church which saw us travel the short distance in our Sunday suits and then listen to the Vicar dutifully instil all manner of his reputed wisdom into our less interested minds. Yet one Sunday I did listen and to my confoundment heard him make openly racist remarks about those with a darker skin. Sat next to me was my Indian friend Paul and it was all I could do as a fourteen-year-old to stay sat down for the voice in my head was saying “Stand up and shout shame on you!” at the vicar. From that day forward I was deaf to this man and lost to any thought of the Church. The exception being about once a month when we would all travel the short walk to the Methodist Church, and it was less of a bible bash but more of a conversation. The fact that a wonderful array of sandwiches, cake and numerous cups of tea would also be available was not important, but it was welcome. The kind minister and dear old ladies actively encouraged us to eat and drink as much as we could. To make it even better, there was no getting in a queue behind older and senior pupils.





    Once a year we would go on what was deemed a Pilgrimage down a long single-track lane at the bottom of our town to a country house and its own church. It never rained and the sun made the walk an enjoyable excursion despite the true purpose. In my third year, myself and two other boys fell short in our godliness when in the church. A younger and irritating boy sat in front of us kept making rude and disingenuous remarks. When we all knelt on the prayer cushions, he momentarily disappeared from view to the congregation as we rearranged his manner with a couple of thumps from the pupil next to me. It was our belief that all but the Lord had seen us … but we were mistaken. On return to school the Housemaster requested our presence in his study. We received three strikes of the cane on our backsides with the proviso that God knew too and would judge us later. All well and good to this newly signed up non-believer but the true pain was to follow. ‘Shocker’ had his study on the first floor and the steps from it were narrow, short and steep. On leaving his study with our backsides literally on fire the pain increased as our footing was unstable and we slipped down the steps adding a further dozen or so strikes to our buttocks as they caught each step. Clearly God got us quicker than I had initially thought.




    
I was only caned one other time when at the school. This was by the Headteacher for being on the lawn in front of his courtyard study. I’d been sent by grinning Prefects to collect a ball they had kicked there. I was their bait to fuel the Headteacher’s anger and promised retribution for stepping on this hallowed turf. Now I had seen and heard of other boys being caned by him coming out from his study holding their backsides and back of the head. This misadventure of mine enabled me to feel and see why this mystery was just so. He would require you to bend in front of his study door. As the strike of the cane cracked against my backside my head instinctively came up and hit the large brass door handle. Thereby presenting my backside for the second stroke of the cane as I lowered my head in pain. So with two of the cane and a sore head I was the wiser and thereafter avoided that lawn for the remainder of my time at the school … bar my last day as an eighteen-year-old when I walked across it with a smile on my face.





    My initial academic performance in Sussex was, in my mind, on a par with the successes enjoyed thanks to Miss Kirkpatrick. However, by the third year I had found that school was not very motivating, interesting or enjoyable in too many cases. It really had not completely captivated me as had been the case at St Michaels in Cyprus. As and when I was engaged, what seemed to spur me on was teaching performed with passion and enthusiasm by younger staff. Consequently Geography, Physics and History captured my full attention and sustained it throughout. I wondered at the time if other teachers realised how some of their contemporaries were gifted in this way.




    
Maths, despite its more seemingly grown-up name from Arithmetic weighed heavy until a quirky teacher performer was assigned to my class. He was an ex-Royal Marine Commando from WW2 with a pronounced limp owing to an active service injury. I’m not sure that my ability with numbers was particularly enhanced … albeit that I just could not get enough of quadratic equations … but the performance of his teaching was quite simply best described as awesome. His semaphore like use of his arms to express numbers, angles, the use of a slide rule and search out answers from his audience was positively theatrical.





    None more so than when performing the wizardry of drawing a circle. He would pull a handkerchief from his breast pocket and with a flick and twist turn it into a long white extended linen line to which with the speed of hand he would attach a piece of chalk. Then placing one end in the centre of the blackboard he would create the most perfect circle on the board. At this point he would momentarily turn his back on us all. He knew we were sat open mouthed gazing at him in amazement. Then he would conclude this piece of precision showmanship as he looked at us over his glasses. He would remove the piece of chalk then flick the handkerchief back to life as a square of linen and replace it in his top pocket with a movement akin to waving a wand. Pure theatre performed with such effortless skill.




    
Now, do I remember the language and use of trigonometry thereafter? Sadly, not a lot. Yet his circle making art has stayed with me to this day. No wonder quirky teachers with mind capturing performances were central to my craft in later years. I should add I did get my ‘O’ Level Maths and all other subjects with my best grades in the subjects where I had been more inspired by the teachers.





    
When it came to A Levels, my Economics Teacher was of a ‘New Teaching World’ compared to his peers in the Senior Common Room. With the classroom door closed we would call him by his Christian name (Ron), take tea at the mid-point of a double lesson, read the Economist, do share trading completions using the Daily Telegraph and be captivated by his knowledge and the genuine excited passion with which he delivered the subject. He had a hole in one of his shoes made good with a cigarette packet folded inside to keep the damp from his socks. This troubled me for why was it that this academic economist who could spout such means to develop wealth could not sort out his own finances enough to get his shoes a new sole? When his car finally gave up the ghost and died of part old age and part neglect, all Sixth Formers studying with him were invited to its funeral. The lines “Rust to Rust” and “Going to the Car Park in the Sky” trotted out at its memorable bon voyage. Under this man’s academic spell every student got an A in their exams at the end of our Upper Sixth. This is what can happen when you are inspired by the very best of teachers. As indeed ‘Ron’ undoubtedly was, for he made the subject come alive.





    A few years ago I returned to the four hundredth Anniversary of the School being founded and met an elderly ex-pupil. He had come along to the celebration with his Geography Exercise book from his third year in the late 1940s. It was similar in every detail to how mine had been lovingly used to write and draw notes of learning enjoyed because of how the teacher had taught. He spoke of his heartfelt enjoyment of being in such a class and relishing every moment in that teacher’s presence. Such men and women who create learning in that way are truly stars in their own right. They are remembered by us all from such days long passed.




    The rear of his exercise book had the top right card cover torn away. True authenticity of the book as one that had been fully used and not a page removed. For the way in which I recall receiving a new exercise book in all subjects was to line up in the top corridor by the store cupboard awaiting my turn in front of the Senior Master. He would flick the pages to his ear … balance it in one hand and judge its weight and then if satisfied that no ill deed had been performed to its entirety, he would give you a new book and signify the fact with a tear to the rear cover of the old one. Such hearing and balance of hand being another curious and quirky memory and one I engaged this elderly former pupil in … and we chuckled and sighed with a smile at the tale.




    When allowed out in Years Four through to the Sixth Form I enjoyed the opportunity to wander the Downs and side-streams of the river. Enjoying anything from panoramic views north, collecting blackberries and chasing Small Blue butterflies across the chalk lands to just laying on my back watching clouds scuttle across the sky above. I had often wondered what my parents and brothers would be up to. A family I was part of but for the main, apart from.




    
Down by the river I’d enjoy catching dozens of gorging eels, the most beautiful rudd, voracious perch and shoals of eager-to-be-caught roach in the side stream in what seemed like beautiful long sunny summer days. I would be lost in a tranquillity of nature with butterflies, dragonflies, kingfishers and water-voles putting in numerous visits to the stream. They encouraged my mind to slip away into a calmness and sense of momentary happiness. I used to go there mostly with Roger (another boarder) and Graham (a day boy from the town) our exploits with rod and line memorable to this day.





    
Such moments allowing me time to think more deeply about my present day and consider what I would like for my future. That’s the thing about fishing, it creates such moments as you wait for a bite and gaze into the surroundings. It is only years on that I can reassemble such time and make sense of where life took me.





    
In the Fifth Form I discovered ‘Number 6’ cigarettes and began the clandestine art of smoking. It just seemed a natural thing to do and its impact on health was not a significant agenda item in those days. I was rarely caught at first and then one day being too bravado, I was seen with one alight when walking back from the Downs. My punishment being to weed the Housemaster’s garden where fruit and flowers were growing. At first this seemed a pretty easy detention on a Sunday afternoon until I realised the soil was quite hard and the weeds stubbornly well rooted. ‘Shocker’ and his wife announced they were going out for a drive and I was to continue alone for the two hours they’d be gone.





    
I sat amongst the weeds and decided on a cunning plan. To be ruthless with the hoe and spade would be to endanger the growth of the strawberries so it would be best to lift them and then blitz the weeds. Afterwards I could then return the strawberries and achieve all within time. In an hour the task was complete, and the strawberries were now nestling in well tilled soil and the flowerbeds were equally clear. I leant on my spade feeling very clever and actually quite pleased with the horticultural skills I had developed in such quick time. ‘Shocker’ and his wife returned to see their new landscaped plot. He looked at me part confused and part pleased … as he’d always had the measure of me. I was dismissed with the reminder of no smoking.





    The rest of the week was very warm with no rain. On the Friday I saw ‘Shocker’ coming towards me looking very cross. He took me to his garden where dozens of strawberry plants were dry and dying. He was not a happy man. If only I had replaced each plant with its full root system and a great deal of water how things would have been so different!




    
The following day my resultant detention was to help him with his wine-making hobby and bottle some of his finest homemade fruit wines. He growled that one of his favourites … a strawberry-flavoured speciality would not feature that year … because of me. On completion of my task, he insisted that my name be written on the bottle as a ‘bottler’ in his wide-ranging cellar.





    
In the Summer holidays of 1971 we were living in West London while my father was at the Ministry for Defence, in Whitehall. As I was waiting for my ‘O’ Level results I looked for a job locally. When out I walked past a pub and thought I would try my hand there. Perhaps they would have something for me washing glasses and clearing tables as a general dogsbody. The landlord seemed to like me and invited me to return that evening saying he would then run through responsibilities and prices. I was a touch puzzled at the reference to prices but asked for no clarification. That evening I found myself as the new barman in the public bar where the clientele were very engaging and quite mixed in their backgrounds. Clearly my sixteen-year-old looks had been mistaken for an older age so I then had to respond to questions on what I was doing by replying I was awaiting my A-Level results before going to University. Nobody questioned me otherwise. Well, until a friend two months older than me came into the pub early one evening for a pint and a chat. As he walked towards the bar the landlord whispered in my ear, “Don’t serve him, he’s not old enough!” The initial conversation with my friend resulting in denial of his pint was a little embarrassing but then over a lemonade we caught up on our hopes for sixth form studies. I worked in the Fox and Geese pub for the rest of the Summer and got on particularly well with a group of menacing-looking bikers who were actually Hell Angels. They turned out to be quite a laugh to talk with and I learnt so much about motorbikes and certainly broadened my understanding of their art in swearing. Anxious about such customers at closing time my father picked me up by car each end of my night shift. Needless to say, their only anger was at my departure for as they saw it I did not judge them. Not surprising really because even if I foolishly wanted to I certainly would not dare!





    Smoking continued to be quite prevalent amongst the older pupils particularly in the Upper Sixth. A semi-official understanding was reached with ‘Shocker’ that he would not come looking for us if we could sort out what was becoming a problem in other year groups. As such it was open season in catching younger pupils smoking. Still being on Number 6 cigarettes (with the change found inside the cellophane wrapping when bought from a machine) I was at the cheap end of smokers. The younger pupils would be smoking the likes of Peter Stuyvesant and Marlboro. These were much more the top end. So when caught they would plead not to be given up to ‘Shocker’ and the prospect of facing a detention or loss of visit home for the weekend. The deal was therefore that we had their cigarettes, they were not in trouble, ‘Shocker’ saw a drop in younger pupils smoking and everyone was happy.




    As for the development of punishment … No Encyclopaedia Britannica, no Times Newspaper, no Hockey Sticks and no swearing or physical brutality. Just let me smoke those for you and we will forget this incident ever happened. How pleased they were to be relieved of these forbidden cigarettes and there be no other consequence.




    
Smoking each evening before a cup of tea and some toast or a watch of Monty Python continued to be a regular activity. Needless to say, some of the boarding house staff were not impressed with ‘Shocker’s’ approach and relished the chance to catch a member of the Upper Sixth enjoying a smoke. The back of the boiler house venue albeit predictable in most school settings was not an easy place to get to for smoker or stalking staff member. As such, smoking Gauloises was a bit daft as the easily detectable smell was a giveaway. Nevertheless, having caught some smaller pupils with them it was part of the deal to smoke the French variety. One evening I was sat on the wall enjoying my cigarette with a classmate who rolled his own. Suddenly a torch flickered as a staff member came in search. As he turned left and lifted his torch to light up the end of the pathway we both rolled backwards over the wall into the graveyard of the Methodist Church. Behind and below us were all the grass cuttings piled high so our landing was cushioned. As we rolled backwards we tried to stub out our cigarettes to remove the glowing giveaway.





    The teacher was confounded as his beam of searchlight just lit up the empty area ahead of him. We heard him mutter but he did not walk the five yards to where we had moments earlier been sat. He turned and went off. The relief in us was significant or at least so I initially thought, for I was fine. My smoking classmate was covered in glowing embers from his homemade rolled cigarette. His latest version was to add tea leaves and these continued to burn all over his jacket and school tie. Eventually he stopped smouldering but ‘Shocker’ remained puzzled by the burn holes in his tie for weeks.




    
This same sixth former was the master of disguise when it came to Saturdays and we were allowed out to the nearby coastal towns. We had to wear school uniform and look smart. Before leaving to catch the bus (which we never did as hitching a ride was cheaper) we were subjected to a cursory inspection. He would present himself wearing a greatcoat beneath which he had his tie-dye t-shirt and jeans. These were concealed by two calf-length sections of trousers with elasticated tops and v-shaped section of shirt and collar with tie worn below the bottom of the coat and in the visible neckline. When off-site these were easily removed and stuffed into his pocket … a true escape of Hollywood proportions. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who had read war comics in my younger days and then related all manner of escapades to such texts.





    
On one such Saturday three of us were hitching a lift and were picked up by a butcher’s van. I got the front seat and the other two were told to get into the back where the driver said he had some birds to deliver. During the journey I chatted to the driver who was only a few years older than us. When we got to our destination, he dropped us off and I let the other two out of the back. Their faces were a picture. One looked quite shaken up, the other quite embarrassed. The latter just said “Run!”





    It transpired, as we sat in a pub sipping a beer, that the butchers van had ten geese in it. All but two were dead and hung from hooks. The two were very alive and one became aggressive towards my two classmates. By the time we had been dropped off there were now nine hanging from hooks. We laughed as we drank our beer and I wonder to this day what happened when the young driver got to his delivery point.




    
A much earlier ‘Great Escape’-like encounter saw my brother Keith and I get a much longer weekend break away from the school than we were entitled. Keith joined the school at the start of his second year at Secondary. He had spent his first year staying at our mum’s parents in Worcestershire and attended school from there. He was with me at the school for three years before he joined the Navy at fifteen. In my fourth year (curiously termed ‘Remove’) and his third, our parents lived in Cambridgeshire just north of Royston. We were housed at RAF Bassingbourn while my father was on an unaccompanied year’s posting to Bahrain in the Middle East.





    Our rational for getting out early was quite simple. If the weekend did not start until the end of the normal school day it was likely we would not be home until very late in the evening because of the long journey by train and tube. So we hatched a plan to be executed in our minds with the precision of Steve McQueen et al. Our overnight bags were placed after breakfast at the bottom of the grassy slope where we would be playing football at morning break. When kicking a ball around, a skilful mis-hoof ensured it rolled down the slope into the bushes. We duly went after it not to be seen to return and certainly not missed. We collected our bags and walked the lane to the next village where we caught the bus to the coast and the train to London.




    
On our return back to school on the Sunday night there was no inquisition or reprimand. The remaining five hours of the school day had passed without a soul realising our absence and seeking out where we were. Our secret remained safe and variations on it were used several times thereafter with similar discreet success. Our distance from home was eventually recognised and departure at lunch time was conceded to us and other such pupils. I do wonder if ‘Shocker’ had found out and just made the change to re-establish his position … but without a fuss. Keith remembers this tale well and it is in fact a rare piece of this part of his life that he will reference even to this day as he was not happy during his time as a boarder.





    
I had enjoyed sport when in Cyprus because the coaching had been a positive experience drawing out a level of skill and the ability to use it with confidence. Boarding school made additional demands to my physical ability as we would have a cross-country run one afternoon after school to ‘keep us busy’. Many a freezing Autumn or Spring late afternoon we would have to run up the scarp face of the South Downs and on to a WW2 pillbox facing south, to be checked off by a teacher sat in the warmth of his car. Then we would turn back and run even faster back to school. At the time it was plimsolls, shorts and running vest … no underclothes as an additional barrier against the cold. We all found that a bit weird, but clearly to voice any question would be to possibly incur much worse. We also had sport every Saturday morning for the whole school when football on an icy-coated muddy pitch with the old laced house brick of a ball posed a danger to all parts of your anatomy not least of all your head. Now that sounds like I was beginning to wane in my interest and enthusiasm for sport, but it was not quite true. I actually enjoyed the representative football, cricket and athletics and although no outstanding star I do believe my reliability and ‘do or die’


    approach was noted in my selection.





    
House matches within school were no-holds-barred events with so much at stake in the bragging rights. An example of my commitment to the challenge being in a football match when I both headed the ball and an opponent. Suddenly a rich runny red curtain enveloped my face and reduced my sight. Confused and naturally a bit bewildered I was surrounded by players from both sides staring at me with concern etched in their faces. I had split open my eyebrow and blood had poured out. Naturally, the red Holland House shirt soaked up a great deal and made it all look a lot less dramatic. On the way to the Surgery for a stitch it became clear that ‘Shocker’ had us all in red as we were expected to give our blood if called upon in battle against our foes in Cuthman, Chancton and Cissa Houses. This was after all the same reason British Soldiers wore red tunics in battle … ‘Shocker’ definitely


    knew his stuff!





    One sporting activity I really took to and did in fact excel at was Triple Jump. Additional technique and sprint coaching added to my success. After many a training session the group of us hop, step and jump astronauts were to be found laid out cloud-gazing listening to our song of the time ‘Hey Jude’. Albeit the lyrics espouse a positive look on a sad situation, we were indeed a happy gathering of athletes.




    With there being no girls at the school on arrival, there were few moments when we saw the like. One of the activities on offer after school was Judo, which I had briefly done in Cyprus. There were girls there who were boarders from the local convent. This physical interaction was quite revealing as the girls would often allow a judo move to result in them being thrown to the mat. At this point their seemingly-less Judo experience would often disappear and they became very strong in ground moves. It became clear that they enjoyed taking charge and I do believe that I was often given a full and quite unexpected and intimate body check out at the early age of thirteen. The club activity ended after a year, so any interest aroused was unable to flourish.




    
By the time of the Sixth Form, meeting girls was clearly on the agenda and gaining access to them often quite difficult. At eighteen I had met one girl from a neighbouring village who had recently moved to the area. We had seen each other a few times in the village and one summer’s evening arranged to go for a walk by the river. I planned to jump over the fence and then run to the nearby trees so I could slip away. The fence was at the bottom of a short bank where it was possible to leap forward and clear it safely. Well, that was the plan, but I had not bargained that as I ran and went mid-flight that one of the young boarding housemasters would come around the corner of the building. He shouted my name out as I was about to clear the fence. Startled, I dropped my right leg a fraction clipped the top of the fence and landed in a heap beyond it. I thought my evening liaison was going to be over there and then.





    
In a brief discussion I explained what I was up to … it seemed the best thing to do. He laughed and told me to go and enjoy myself but be back before lights out. He added, “Just use the gate the next time … it’s easier!” He was my P.E. Teacher, a Yorkshireman too. After that when we were doing athletics his jibe to me was always, “Don’t do the hurdles lad … you’ll never make it to the finish!” Anyway, the girl wanted to see me to say the family were moving away … but the “Goodbye” was very worthwhile and I got back into school via the gate without being caught.





    
I spent the Summer half term with my Granddad and Nan in Worcestershire and used the time to try and revise for the exams which were coming closer. Sat in their rose garden on a sunny day was enjoyable while trying to battle through the voluminous content of historical notes on Peter the Great of Russia and the Tudors. I caught the sun on several occasions, but the eighteenth-century European facts were not to be captured as successfully. One day I was encouraged to take a break by my Nan and walk through the town to meet my Granddad. He was working as a gardener and I met him as he finished for the day. As of the era he had a jacket, shirt and tie on to perform this strenuous but much-loved work. As we walked home, he rolled a cigarette and smoked it. Every now and then taking a loose bit of tobacco from his lips and flicking it away without a pause in his story-telling. As he came towards the end of the ‘rolly’ he docked the end and put the butt in his pocket. He carried on talking and I suddenly noticed smoke coming from the same pocket. Several times I tried to interrupt to alert him to this … but he kept on talking. In the end I had to shout, “Granddad you are on fire!” He stopped and beat his pocket furiously to end the prospect of flames and worse. As we got to the end of the road we were supposed to turn right and walk one hundred yards directly home. He chose to turn left to his local pub ‘The Squirrel’ for a pint and treat me to one too. My first taste of Mild beer was not greeted with wholehearted gratitude and he tried to make good by adding a bottle of brown ale to it. I bought the next drink and had a pint of bitter. There was a ‘note to self’ moment on drinking with him in the future.





    
I was amused by one of his old tales of when he would go to the pub on a Sunday while Nan was preparing dinner. His dog would accompany him and sit under his chair. Granddad would take an empty ashtray and pour some of his beer into it and place it next to his dog with a bag of crisps. The dog would slap his paw on the crisps to pop the bag open, then lap the beer and eat the crisps. A man’s best friend indeed and also a drinking companion. There was something about the importance of the simplicity of life that I learned that holiday from a man who I never got to properly thank.





    
Naturally the school climate got very serious as the A Level exams grew ever closer and the isolation required to really immerse in revision meant finding spaces in the oldest part of school where few were likely to roam. I had never been much of a fan of exams throughout my secondary schooling as they seemed to be a greater test of my revision methodology than my exact knowledge and passion for my chosen subjects. It was at this point that developing extended acronyms as keys to topic knowledge started to work. I found that my new-found system of mnemonics meant I could write down my key nonsensical words at the start of my practice exams and they could then be unpicked as a sort of menu to the wider detail. Well, it worked, and I would write them across a sheet of paper on being told to start the actual final exams. Once banked there I would read the exam questions and after the usual nervous ‘Gulp!’ realise that my ability to confidently address the exam challenges was much improved.





    
The group of fellow sixth formers in the boarding house and a few day boys would retreat into the High Street after each final exam to a charming Coffee Shop run by a delightful Irishman and his son. There we would drink coffee, have a smoke and relax our minds from the pressure of these key exams. The understanding being no mention of the exam just completed. No post-mortem whatsoever was countenanced in our gathering for it was recognised that it was potentially unhealthy to one or all of our group. It was a good time to catch up on what and where such friends were going on to when leaving school. All of us having secured a place at University with future careers in Banking, Marine Biology, Scientific Research and Commerce featuring highly. We would sit for a couple of hours and share aspirations with some incisive humour often being thrown at some of those present. The experiences we had shared so closely over the years having given us a good insight into the journey taken by all present to set such a target for future work and life. My mind still somewhat muddled about what to do next for I had secured my University place but wasn’t completely convinced in my degree choice and doubt was beginning to set in.





    
My deep reflections at this time being around the whole school experience which had certainly been mixed in so many ways. The sadness of my early years at the school had been lost in the distractions that latter teenage life had presented. The many escapades and adventures probably clouding my thoughts and removing those early day memories. As my A Level exams came to an end, and the place secured at University to do a BSc Hons in Quantity Surveying many thought the die was cast for me. However, I began to think it all through and soon realised that I didn’t really want to take up the offer and so I began preparing the case for taking a Gap Year, but with a difference. Once again, the thought of following the family tradition of joining the Armed Forces reappeared, but it was very brief. This being based on a previous and very disappointing visit to the Forces Career’s Office in Brighton.





    
I had been thinking for a number of years of joining the Royal Navy like my brother Keith, and in my early Upper Sixth had an interview with a Naval Officer in recruitment. The Forces connection within the family goes back to beyond my Great Grandfather who had been in the military in Victorian times. My Granddad had been in the Royal Air Force in and beyond WW2.


    Both my father and mother were also in the RAF from the early 1950s and met in the then West Germany where they were married, and I was born. Two of my three Uncles likewise, with one in the Parachute Regiment and the other in the King’s Royal Horse Artillery. It had been a life I had grown up in and therefore one I was both very aware of and fairly comfortable with. My thoughts were of being a Helicopter Pilot and on mentioning this in the interview my aspirations were immediately dashed. The interviewer merely responded, “But you wear glasses!” That literally shot down my aviation career hopes, and he then did not even try and encourage thoughts otherwise of alternative Officer Entry. I left the office a touch crestfallen and the thoughts of the military never crossed my mind again.





    I reflect that by the age of eighteen I had developed an enforced independence due to the separation from home life. Maybe that was another undetected reason why the military may have not been the right course for me since I had also acquired a sense of rebelliousness to challenge many things … and had recently sought change for the better and fairer ways of doing things.




    That Summer of 1973 was the end of my schooling life as a pupil. I had experienced teachers who over that time had taught me both the best and worst of what it can be like. The fact that it was time now to leave seemed to reinforce that I was done with education … or at least that’s what I thought.




    
I received an invitation from ‘Shocker’ on my last night at school. It was for both myself and Hugh (the Pupil Pianist and celebrated lead in all Gilbert & Sullivan school plays) … who was my Upper Sixth roommate. We were invited for supper with Mr and Mrs ‘Shocker’. A surprise to us both … a wonderful meal indeed followed. It was washed down with that very same wine I had bottled in detention with him three years earlier. Needless to say, he said with a grin “I am sorry we have none of my favourite as we had no strawberries that year!” That last night I had an out-of-body alcoholic experience when trying to sleep … with my feet feeling as though they were lifting from the bed in an attempt to walk across the ceiling. The wine certainly did for me.





    
As I walked away from the school on my last morning with that dull hangover from ‘Shocker’s’ wine, his final words of, “I will miss you and your mischief!” were still sinking in.





    I recall quite clearly not being tempted to look back one last time at Brotherhood Hall, the old school frontage.




    My mind was set on what lay ahead and the strong desire to be at home. School had ended … but it’s influence was bubbling inside me.




    
Chapter 4




    Reconnecting and making a Big Decision




    
On leaving school I travelled home to West Germany where my father was now stationed at JHQ Rheindahlen near to Monchengladbach and very close to the Dutch border. The base with its extensive barracks, offices and varying military support infrastructure was actually akin to a town with two police stations, two cinemas, two churches, a large shopping area, an outdoor swimming pool, expansive sporting facilities, a Secondary School and six Primary Schools. All this serving the multi-national NATO forces and their families, mostly from the UK. Initially we were in a wonderful flat in the German community, eventually moving on to camp and into a married quarter befitting my father’s military rank.





    When I left school, I already had this place offer to study at a Midlands University but was increasingly aware that my future was not destined to be a Quantity Surveyor. Indeed, I could not for the life of me remember what had interested me in pursuing such a career. My parents were expecting me home for the Summer before departure to University for the four-year sandwich course of study. I was to be the first ever family member to go to University and already my dear mother had developed her bragging rights on this with friends and family. This was about to change. I really needed to say something pretty soon after arrival at the family home in Rheydt. After a few days I plucked up the courage to tell my parents that I wanted to rethink my career pathway and take a Gap Year.




    
Surprisingly, I don’t think it was a difficult decision for them to make in agreeing. After all I had been absent from home since I was twelve apart from most school holidays and certainly not all of them early on. Taking a Gap Year at this time was seen by many as ‘dropping out’ but for me it was really different and quite simple. I wanted to be part of the family again after six years at boarding school and I wanted to get to know my parents. The agreement was that I would find a job and earn money for myself and contribute to the household. Very quickly I had a pretty mindless mode of employment at the Airmen’s Mess at RAF Rheindahlen with all sorts of jobs in the kitchen and dining rooms. Although I met some interesting characters and peeled a mountain of potatoes, it really was not for me.





    Thankfully, I then got a job in the admin section of the Central Registry. I had my own office where I had to go through all the mail coming in to ensure it was delivered to the right section as well as sourcing posting addresses to make sure mail got to those who had moved to other bases around the world. It was not a dynamic role or very taxing but the people in the office were great fun to work with.




    
After a month, my job increased in responsibility as I had security clearance and signed the Official Secrets Act paperwork. My additional role was to deliver/return signals and files of varying classification between HQ Rheindahlen and HQ RAF Germany (known by all as ‘The Big House’). I had a black leather briefcase with EiiR embossed in gold on it for these documents to be locked in and then carried from one building to the other. As and when such a task was required to be completed, a WRAF driver would collect me in a car and then drive me to the ‘Big House’ where I would pass through the rigorous security to deliver the documents and/or collect those to come back.





    
Most of the WRAF female drivers were only a few years older than me and some became good friends during my year there. Our topics of conversation on the short journeys together often related to music, life and humorous tales of social activities. I also got on well with many of the RAF Police guards on the entry point into the ‘Big House’. I think they enjoyed giving me quick access to this high security building while making senior officers queue to be processed because they had not got the level of access clearance I had. Many a time these visitors would look puzzled at the speed of my entry as I was a young long haired teenage ‘civvy’.





    
During my spare time, I enjoyed meeting others of the same age who had been educated at the Service Schools run by SCEA on the base. It struck me how their father’s rank signified a status that ensured they were mostly segregated from each other. I soon came to realise that because my father was a Flight Sergeant (as such a senior non-commissioned rank … but not an officer) I was not supposed to attend the Youth Club held in the United Services Officer’s Mess. Needless to say that my varying exploits at boarding school and perhaps a degree of developing charm was enough to secure access.





    
The engagement with these teenagers enabled me to settle into a regular pattern of meeting up to discuss all manner of topics and access some great events. For a couple of months about ten of us would meet at least once a week in the Blue Pool Bar and the discussions must have seemed to onlookers and listeners as being similar to that regularly convened at the Philosophical Society of most ‘Red Brick Universities’. One such evening resulted in me being made aware of a forthcoming Field Trip away by the Sixth Form of the Secondary School on camp. Ultimately, this resulted in me having the opportunity to further my interest in canoeing as an ‘Assistant Instructor’ to the P.E. department. What followed was a great week to the lakes in the Eiffel Mountains further south. I was the instigator of chasing the paddle steamers across the lake to ride their white-water wake which was great fun. I realised in this time that I enjoyed teaching and training these students and maybe there was a career for me in that type of work.





    This was quite a moment after my varying school experiences but nevertheless it did seem a way forward beyond my year off. On return home I pondered as to how to proceed, then I recalled having been to a Geography seminar at a College in Sussex and how I had enjoyed both the evening away from school and the presentation. It was the only place I knew of that trained teachers, so I duly wrote an application letter and waited for a reply.




    
At my place of work, one of the civilian workers at the Central Registry was an elderly German man called Hans. He was over six foot tall, very fit for his age and had a really sharp mind. He had a most charming disposition and was a delight to talk with when we took morning coffee breaks and discussed all manner of things. He furthered my ability to both speak and read German, not least of all when we discussed football and the local Bundesliga team Borussia Monchengladbach. At the time the likes of Berti Vogts and Jupp Heynckes were regular players and playing at a very successful time for ‘Gladbach’. Hans and I would unpick each match and talk of the other famous names that I also had the pleasure of seeing at the Bokelberg Stadion such as Frank Beckenbauer and Gerd Muller. Each week he would buy me the sports magazine ‘Kicker’ to help further my language development. It would always be at my office desk to break the boredom of the routine of work.





    
Hans spoke of the Second World War and his training to become a member of the ‘Fallschirmjager’ (the paratroop branch of the Luftwaffe). His stories were enthralling and evidenced his sense of duty to his country and certainly never any Nazi ideology. He spoke with a soft voice and was always so calm and kind in his manner. The General Office along the corridor had some Dutch airmen in it who sometimes would push too far with their ill-placed humour and banter. One such time occurred when the monthly test of the Early Warning sirens was taking place. One of the Dutch said rather nervously, “Hey Hans, does that remind you of when the Allies bombed here during the war?” Hans walked towards him and with his outstretched right arm and no discernible effort lifted the airman by his throat up into the air. As the Dutchman was held his legs wriggling and his face reflecting the remark may have been an error, the rest of us looked on wondering what was about to unfold. Hans looked him in the eye and said quietly, “Now listen here young man, during the war it took us five days to beat you … and we spent three looking for you!” At this he eased the airman’s feet to the ground, grinned knowingly at him, patted him sympathetically on the head and then walked away. As he left the office, he turned to me, smiled and winked. Never again was a silly remark made about Hans, Germans or the war … and rightly so.





    Here was another adult who influenced my thinking, my actions and my sense of place. The unimaginable experiences in his young life not lost but also not hindering his ability to be a good man. I ask you … can you recall such as him in your time when growing up as someone who started to shape your own values and beliefs?




    My mother’s parents came to visit us at Christmas that year and one day we took them to Arnhem in Holland. My Granddad wanted to visit the town and the military cemetery at Oosterbeek where many of the young British and Polish paratroopers were buried. Granddad Wilkie was ex-military and one of his sons, my Uncle David, was in Two Para Regiment so there was a link for him. That day he was very quiet, and quite shaken to see the average age of the dead was eighteen to twenty-five years of age and that there were so many of them. It was a memory that has stayed with me, for he was ashen for several days thereafter.




    
Early into the New Year they left to return to England via coach and ferry. He was still quite subdued. About fifteen minutes before the ferry was about to dock at Dover he went to get himself a whisky and my Nan a brandy. On returning and sitting down next to her he died quite suddenly. I wonder now if at Oosterbeek he’d had some sort of premonition.





    
A week later it was his funeral but sadly I missed it as the day before I attended interview at College and then got stranded in Sussex by a rail strike. Wilkie had been in the RAF and served in Burma alongside the Gurkhas fighting the Japanese. His previous time as a Docker in Liverpool and the jobs after the war had literally worn him out. His death was before his time with many rich memories preserved and passed down to my own children over the years. He was buried near to his home in Worcestershire and not, as he wanted, by having his ashes sprinkled on the Kop at Liverpool FC. My Nan would not allow that. Their house was called ‘Anfield’ and of course the woodwork on the windows and doors were red and white. His grave has the inscription ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ and indeed I am sure to this day he is not and the pub he will be going to in heaven will be a short walk and serve a good pint of Brown and Mild … his preference.





    
On returning to Germany, a letter soon arrived stating I had a place from September to train to be a teacher at College in Chichester. The die was cast and the future career in education now ever closer. Wherever Miss Kirkpatrick was at this time I am sure she would have smiled at the prospect. Indeed, good old ‘Shocker’ would have too and probably said ‘the poacher is to be a gamekeeper’. Both of them key influential characters in my decision. As for those at the Middlesex Primary School who had once told my Mother I would not end up doing much with my life … who knows? An interesting observation by them of someone about to follow their career pathway … albeit with a touch more humanity.
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