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A further consideration tells us that the adult’s sense of self cannot have been the same from the beginning. It must have undergone a process of development, which understandably cannot be demonstrated, though it can be reconstructed with a fair degree of probability.


SIGMUND FREUD,


Civilisation and Its Discontents












Introduction


In the end, I had to choose between two houses. A narrow, three-storey Edwardian building in need of repairs, as well as a functioning toilet, on the High Street in Thame, or a small, detached Victorian cottage in Buckingham, situated almost at the top of a hill – and therefore rather grandly named Hillside – and just a few hundred yards from a pub called the Mitre.


The pub won.


I bought Hillside in 1989 and would live in that house until I got married. When we started a family soon afterwards, we moved to a village that wasn’t too far away from the town. We didn’t really want to leave Buckingham: the schools were good; I enjoyed socialising at the rugby club; and the small, private University of Buckingham (UB), where one of my old university tutors taught History, offered some welcome cultural diversion. More generally, we liked the people who live there.


It has a sense of community; it really was and remains a place where most people know one another.


Buckingham was also just a fifteen-minute drive from HMP Grendon. That was the prison where I had just become a governor, and the reason why I had to choose between the house in Thame or Hillside. From then on, and for the rest of my prison career, I made certain that any other jails that I was posted to, such as HMP Woodhill in Milton Keynes, were all easily commutable from Buckingham.


I have now lived in or around the town for over thirty years.


A murder in a sleepy market town like Buckingham is unusual, but not unheard of – after all, people fall out with each other everywhere and all the time. Murders don’t just happen on the ‘troubled estates’ of our inner cities, but can occur in isolated or busy English middle-class villages, on remote Scottish islands, in the Welsh mountains, or, frankly, anywhere that people come to live and interact with one another. The phenomenon of murder transcends place, class and ethnicity, although perhaps not gender. Murder really is a man’s, and usually a young man’s, business. Husbands kill wives and boyfriends kill girlfriends. All too often young men exchange angry words with other young men on a Friday night and, when their anger is a potent cocktail of too much alcohol, drugs and bravado, it can often lead to violence, and sadly sometimes to murder.


In my job as a prison governor, and now in my work as a criminologist, I’d hear stories like that all the time. Now usually much older, the teller would sit opposite me in my office and explain how they came to kill another human being. Most were ashamed of what they had done – although sometimes that was difficult to ascertain, as they were usually trying to convince me that they should be given parole and be released back into the community. No matter what they said, some were clearly dangerous, and a fair few still battling some inner demons, meaning their chances of being released were nonexistent. As well as my more formal evaluations, I used to have a rule of thumb: would I want this man to be my next-door neighbour?


If I couldn’t be certain of my answer I would err against parole.


Murder has been my business for all of my professional career and, as such, very little now shocks me. I’ve met notorious serial killers such as Dennis Nilsen who, prior to disposing of his victims, liked to prop up their bodies in a chair to have a conversation with them; teenage hitmen who were happy to take the life of another human being for as little as £200; and a mild-mannered family annihilator who murdered his wife and two children prior to burning down the house that they had shared for fifteen years. I am not surprised by what some men are capable of doing to the women and children they supposedly love, nor am I surprised by young men hurting other young men. My job is often to try to make sense of what at first appears to make no sense; to make the irrational and unusual explicable. Sometimes I can’t and I’m left shaking my head, or shrugging my shoulders. Even as a humanist, having worked with some of our most notorious murderers and several serial murderers I have still occasionally felt that I was in the presence of evil.


And yet, I was astounded when I first heard about a murder that took place in Buckingham in 2015. Good old Buckingham! The place where my kids went to school and where I still enjoyed a pint in the Mitre. This murder was so extraordinary that at first I didn’t believe what I was being told, and wondered whether the story had simply been exaggerated.


What was that? Peter Farquhar, the Head of English at Stowe School? Oh, the ex-head. Didn’t he lecture at the university? Murdered! By one of his students, Benjamin Field. Was this the same rather serious and religious Ben Field who worked part-time in a local nursing home, taught at the university, became a warden at Stowe Parish Church, and whose father was a minister? The same Ben and Peter who had solemnised their love for one another in a betrothal ceremony in 2014, even though there were forty years between them!


Are you certain?


Yes.


The victim and the perpetrator could easily have been my neighbours.


These were the basic details, but I would later discover there was much more to this extraordinary story. This was no spontaneous murder, the result of two young men falling out with each other on a Friday night; it was cross-generational and committed by what criminologists call a ‘process-focused’ perpetrator. Killers like Colin Ireland, who liked to slowly torture his victims prior to murdering them, or the nurse Beverly Allitt, who enjoyed the spectacle of the emergencies that she created on the children’s ward where she worked and killed. They didn’t want death to come immediately, but over time. Ben Field took his time too, and over the course of five years gradually groomed Peter and the local community in which he lived, to enable him to get away with murder. So successful was Field’s grooming, he had become secretary to the parochial church council in September 2014, and was confirmed at Stowe Parish Church in 2015. At the university, he had become their ‘poster boy’ – he conducted undergraduate seminars and his masters dissertation was published by the university press.


Astoundingly, when he was on bail for murdering Peter, Field even preached a sermon at his father’s church on the theme of ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill’.


As I looked more deeply into the case I’d discover still more extraordinary details about the murder that took me to the dark heart of ‘Middle England’ and the solid, seemingly dependable institutions that keep it propped up – school, university, church and various state-funded organisations such as the police, the Coroner’s Service and the NHS.


I became aware that people were desperately keen to talk about the murder with me but, at the same time, to be seen to have said absolutely nothing at all; they wanted to be close to what had happened but distanced too. Buckingham reacted with sensation, but also with what passed as silence. Of course, there was an understandable and heartfelt shock about what had happened to Peter, but there was also an almost universal failure to acknowledge that this murder had taken place under our noses – in plain sight – in our close-knit community. If we were honest with ourselves, we’d done nothing to stop it from happening.


I was intrigued by this murder, but I was also initially reluctant to write about the case. I had just finished a book about a murder in a Scottish town called Carluke, where I had grown up, which had taken place in 1973. I knew from researching that book – Signs of Murder – that I needed to ask people, often family members and friends, some difficult and often intrusive questions, and that raking over these historical coals could easily cause distress or annoyance. There are always sensitivities that need to be remembered when discussing murder – even a murder that occurred almost half a century ago. It had been difficult for me in Carluke to talk about a murder that had happened in 1973 and so I suspected that there would be more immediate problems with this case by asking the same types of questions in the community that was now my home and about a murder that was still fresh in the memory.


Ultimately, I came to realise that I was actually asking the same question about both of these cases. Who was responsible for the murder?


From the very outset, I detected that some people felt everything that had happened had simply been Peter’s ‘business’ – by which they meant it was his fault he’d been killed.


After all, it was Peter, they reasoned, who had invited a much younger man to live in his home. Later on, when it became abundantly clear that all was not right with their relationship, Peter had nonetheless remained loyal to his younger partner. Why had Peter not done something when it was obvious, at least from the outside, that the relationship was failing? Wasn’t it inevitable that a young man couldn’t live with an older partner? This wasn’t ‘normal’, as one person explained it to me. Peter should have kicked Field out of his house and got on with his life.


This is a subtle form of victim-blaming, masked by the politest of concern, all wrapped up in the self-serving belief that they’d been respecting other people’s privacy. It seemed to me like weaponised gentility.


The more I looked into the case, the more convinced I became that Buckingham had also been lucky. If Peter’s failure to act was due to Field’s skill as a perpetrator, then the town could easily have been dealing with a serial killer. Field had very nearly got away with Peter’s murder, and it would appear that, had all of his plans come to fruition, Peter would have been the first in a long list of elderly victims.


People are always surprised when I tell them that the elderly are the group most targeted by British serial killers. Murderers like Kenneth Erskine, Patrick Mackay, Stephen Akinmurele and, of course, Harold Shipman all preferred to kill older people. Shipman was a trusted local GP who killed 215 – and perhaps as many as 260 – of his overwhelmingly elderly patients and used his singleton practice and home visits to gain access to his victims. The practice of medicine had allowed him to kill and it seemed to me that Field had used his supposed faith and the practice of religion in a similar way.


To what extent, I also wondered, was the distancing from what had happened to Peter also about our own fear of growing old and then dying? We all know that we will one day die, but choose not to talk about it. We accept on some subconscious level that we are all mortal, but we put off any discussion about what that might mean both practically and philosophically, because it is just too hard to face. So we distance ourselves from that reality and, as a consequence, our inevitable mortality is rarely discussed. Life is for living, not for being morbid. This seems to be the preferred approach, at least until it’s too late to do anything else.


When people spoke to me about Peter’s murder, they seemed fascinated by the case, and yet also uncomfortable talking about death. How, I wondered, do these widespread cultural fears and anxieties about our own mortality coexist with our continuing fascination with murder and serial killers?


This awful case had started to make me think very deeply about the town I was happy to call my home.


Bit by bit, I realised that I did want to write about Peter’s murder, but there was a problem. Although I had met Peter in the past, and had occasionally spoken to him, I did not know him. I wondered how I could bring his story to life, beyond the various things that had previously been written or broadcast about the case. Where would I even start? In a small community like Buckingham, I could of course easily speak to people who knew Peter – and my personal connections in the town would certainly help. I thought about approaching Peter’s surviving family members, but I decided against this avowedly biographical methodology. It hardly seemed to capture all of what had happened and, in any event, various materials had been published in the wake of Peter’s murder that helped me to reconstruct a picture of his life without having to intrude on his surviving family’s privacy.


I also wrote a couple of letters to Field, having located the prisons where he was on remand and then where he had been sent after his conviction, in the hope of starting a correspondence.


In the end, it was a chance encounter with a friend that helped me to choose where to begin my research. She knew Peter, and had even attended the book club he hosted on several occasions; she reminded me that Peter had left three self-published novels. I will freely admit to being no literary scholar, but these books became the starting point of my research and the platform on which to build my narrative. They would prove invaluable in allowing me to understand the various issues that had come to pattern Peter’s life, his struggle with his faith and sexuality, and how he was particularly vulnerable to Field’s grooming.


But there was more.


While reading one of these novels, I was struck by how the events in the book seemed to echo the way in which Peter would eventually die. He seemed to be speaking to me from beyond the grave, offering valuable clues about his murder.


*


As my research continued, I came to realise that this case has implications for us all. It is not just about a murder and a potential serial killer; it’s also about how communities look out for each other, or fail to do so. It offers us a way to discuss growing old, dying and death in a culture that is obsessed with youth, and how the old and the young can live together, rather than being kept apart. Perhaps most important of all, it also gives us an opportunity to reflect on what it means to live an authentic life. My research and writing during a global pandemic seemed to heighten the importance of these disparate threads that would entwine to tell Peter’s story.


That seems like a lot for even the story of an extraordinary murder to hold, but as I tried to make sense of what had happened it struck me that the context for understanding Peter’s death was to grasp the very essence of what it means to live.









CHAPTER ONE


Lest We Forget




‘Like something out of a novel’


CROWN PROSECUTION SERVICE





On the morning of Monday 26 October 2015, Peter Anthony Scott Farquhar was found dead in his house at 3 Manor Park in Maids Moreton, on the edge of Buckingham. His cleaner found his body slumped on the sofa in the living room, which was situated just to the right of the front door, opposite a downstairs toilet. There was a near-empty bottle of Aberlour whisky on the table beside the sofa. The room looked messy, disordered and in need of a good tidy-up; it really did require the services of a cleaner. Judge that observation for yourself, as everything that morning was captured by the body camera of the female police officer who responded to the cleaner’s call, and which would later be shown in the Channel 4 documentary Catching a Killer: A Diary from the Grave.


For a few fleeting and distressing frames, we even catch a glimpse of Peter’s lifeless body.


A doctor was called, and then, because the cause of death was unknown, so too was the coroner – the judicial officer tasked with finding out what had happened. In this case it was Richard Hulett, the chief coroner for Buckinghamshire. Hulett was a lawyer by training and had presided over thirty thousand deaths since being appointed in 1991. He was just a few months away from retiring and in an interview that he gave to a local paper said that he was looking forward to travelling around Europe, without having to ‘worry about rushing back, or being able to fit in the travel’. I’m not certain how to interpret that statement, but Hulett duly arranged for an inquest to be held in Beaconsfield, in the south of the county, in November 2015, and ruled that Peter had died of ‘acute alcohol intoxication’, as ‘a result of an accident’.


Case closed. Move along now – nothing to see here.


Like the good people of Middle England that we all are, that’s more or less what we did.


Perhaps if you had known Peter, you might be tempted to call his life ordinary, but it hadn’t been uneventful. He had been a very successful Head of English at one of England’s most famous public schools, a lecturer in English literature at the University of Buckingham, and had (self)-published three novels: Between Boy and Man (2010), A Bitter Heart (2012) and A Wide Wide Sea (2015). These were all noteworthy achievements rather than run-of-the-mill, but it was the circumstances in which he was killed that would make him extraordinary. When the truth surrounding Peter’s death finally came to light, the Crown Prosecution Service described the case as ‘like something out of a novel’.


The CPS is not noted for irony.


In fact, it had been a love of literature that had brought Peter and his killer together.


Literature had been a constant in Peter’s life, whether as a student, teacher or author. His favourite book, I was told during my research, was The Ambassadors by Henry James and, for over a decade, he had run a very serious book club in Buckingham. The Stowe Reading Group (sometimes also known as Stowe Reading Circle) met three times a year and how that group was organised and what was discussed there offers us glimpses of ‘literary Peter’ that can help us to understand how he went about writing, and what it was he chose to write about.


Peter was sixty-nine years old when he died, but I am uncertain if I should describe him as elderly. Where elderly begins seems to be different for everyone, or is sometimes simply linked to the age at which we retire. There are about 285 people aged sixty-five and over, the typical age of retirement, for every thousand people aged sixteen to sixty-four in the UK. We seem to be much more interested in this latter group, the ‘working age’ population. We debate endlessly about the taxes they pay, the interests they have and where, and on what, they might want to spend their hard-earned cash. We know about the cars they drive, the books they read and the TV programmes they like to watch. Their world is envied, visible and seemingly vital, not just because we think it’s important, but because we consciously choose not to discuss anything else.


By contrast, we don’t really know that much about the lives of the elderly, even if we all recognise that the population is living longer. Unless something dramatic happens to make them visible – like, most recently, COVID-19 – the elderly are unseen and voiceless; they are the ‘walking dead’, all too often shut off in residential care homes to await the inevitable. At the height of the first wave of the pandemic, nearly four hundred people died in care homes every day, partly because patients were, inexplicably, discharged from hospital to these homes without COVID-19 tests, exposing other residents to the virus. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) suggested that, by June 2020, of all the people who had died as a result of COVID-19, four in five were aged seventy or over. As we grow old we are, of course, more prone to illness, but I can’t help but wonder whether the invisibility of the elderly more generally contributed to this statistic. The ONS also noted that older people were more likely to experience feelings of isolation, depression and helplessness as a result of the various lockdown measures introduced by the government.


COVID-19 had shown us, rather starkly, how easy it is to forget about the elderly and regard them as expendable. But this is neither natural nor inevitable; rather, it is the result of conscious choices that we make as a culture. So too elder abuse is more common than we might expect, partly because we choose not to discuss it and the elderly are much more likely to be victims of fraud, financial scams, violence or, in extreme cases, murder or serial murder.


Sadly, no matter his achievements, it was Peter’s murder that made him visible, although it would be some time before we could see most of the details clearly. Some of those details are still, despite my best efforts, impossible to establish.


So astonishing were the issues surrounding his death, Peter’s murder inspired not only Catching a Killer: A Diary from the Grave but also a Radio 5 Live special called Killer in the Congregation and, as I write, there has been an announcement that the BBC has commissioned a drama about the case, to be called The Sixth Commandment. However, the two documentaries never really offered much insight into what might have motivated Peter’s killer, preferring to concentrate on the police investigation to catch him, or the reactions of his former school friends and acquaintances to his conviction for murder. We didn’t really learn anything about Buckingham or Maids Moreton either. Even the pictures used in the Channel 4 documentary of a village green and a quaint church were of a totally different place – perhaps it was easier to film there than in Maids Moreton.


For me, this is not good enough. I want to go further; much further.


I want to understand the killer’s psychology and why, having got away with one murder, he seems to have been prepared to take steps towards another and, by doing so, increased the chances of being unmasked. And, if he had succeeded in killing another, just how many others would he have killed? How was he able to seduce so many people and in such intimate spaces like a church, a university and the town of Buckingham – spaces where, to put it mildly, everyone knows everyone else’s business? How did living and worshipping in Buckingham and studying English literature at the local university shape the mechanics of the murder?


After the murder had been committed and Field was convicted, there was a tendency to make him responsible for everything that had happened, and to reclaim Peter for the undisturbed status quo of Middle England. This did not reflect what had really happened at all. More worryingly, several of the institutions that Field had used to serve his murderous purpose didn’t seem to want to reflect on what had happened, and how a killer had become central to their culture. They seem to prefer to hide their heads in the sand, without realising that if they don’t take steps to change there’s nothing to stop another killer from doing exactly the same. I remain convinced that Field could easily have become one of our most notorious and prolific serial killers, and that what happened in Maids Moreton could just as easily still happen again.


Criminologically speaking, a serial killer is someone who kills three or more victims in a period of greater than thirty days; so there is a numeric threshold in terms of the number of victims before this label can be applied, and also an element of time. The serial killer does not kill his victims all at once, but in a period of greater than thirty days. Killing over time allows the serial killer to savour and then perfect their deadly business. Taking the lives of other people in this process-focused manner makes the killer feel powerful and omnipotent – in their own minds, they are God-like.


Our most prolific serial killer (and one of the world’s most deadly) remains Harold Shipman, who killed over two hundred of his patients, starting with his first victim, Eva Lyons, in March 1975, and murdering his final victim – Kathleen Grundy – in June 1998. Shipman was murdering for over two decades, and was able to do so because he had groomed the community of Hyde in Manchester. They liked to think of him as a trusted, old-fashioned local GP who was prepared to undertake home visits to see his often elderly patients. Having this sort of access merely allowed Shipman to decide who should live and who should die, and no one was prepared to talk about the suspicious nature of these sudden deaths and challenge the word of a doctor. Like Peter, many of Shipman’s victims were found slumped in a chair, or on the sofa, seemingly having slipped away in their sleep, despite the fact that they had often been in good health before their doctor had come calling. In the same way that Peter’s body had to be exhumed to discover the truth about his death, so too were the bodies of several of Shipman’s victims. Only then was it established that they died from overdoses of morphine, as opposed to natural causes.


Field similarly used all the tools at his disposal to gain access to his victims: he worked in a care home; he became respected within the university; and he was trying to become a priest. That last prospect should make us all pause and reflect. It should especially make the Church of England (and other denominations too) think very carefully about the lessons that must be learnt from this case, particularly about those Christians who are gay. What safeguarding has the Church of England put in place following Field’s conviction, to stop this type of murder from happening again, and how rigorous is their vetting of those who want to become priests? If the answer to this latter question is ‘not very’, could there be others now preaching who have evil designs on their parishioners?


Grooming is something which we tend to think of adults doing to children, rather than a process that the (relatively) young can sometimes do to the elderly, or indeed a phenomenon that can happen to a community as a whole. Just as Shipman groomed the town of Hyde to think of him as a reliable GP, Field had groomed Buckingham to consider him a serious scholar and a committed Christian. That grooming gave him the access to the victims he needed to become a serial killer; Field had even written a hit-list of elderly people he seemingly would have gone on to target after Peter. It included his own parents, other members of his family and elderly people that he encountered from his work and association with the university. I’m sure, if he hadn’t been stopped, he would have slowly made his way down that list, perfecting the way he killed and, like Shipman, enjoying his perverted power to do as he pleased – perhaps for decades.


To successfully groom an individual, an institution or a community, the perpetrator needs to get close. It takes skill and a certain amount of cunning and intellect. The perpetrator needs to understand what makes those institutions, communities or individuals tick, so that they can say and do the right things, or behave in a way that creates a sense of connection. To fit in, they need to be good actors, because they secretly want to stand out.


Peter had taught English literature to Field at university, and it was through this bond, their shared love of literature, that their relationship would begin to take shape. As I continued my research, I started to see strange similarities between the novels that Field had studied and the events that took place in real life. Peter was also a writer, and so his writing gives us an insight into who he was as an individual and the issues which came to preoccupy his mind. Field even helped to edit one of Peter’s novels, later on in their relationship. Again, on reading one of Peter’s books, I noticed that the events in the novel eerily echoed those in Maids Moreton to the extent that they were like a blueprint for the murder. The line between fact and fiction was becoming well and truly blurred.


I am not suggesting a makeshift cause and effect, but I am convinced that this literary context allows us to understand the basis of their relationship, how that relationship started and then developed, offers an insight into Field’s underlying personality, and finally reveals something about how the murder was actually committed. Themes within the novels seemed to have prompted action, and Field appeared to very consciously ape several of the more deadly characters whom he had encountered within his degree.


I don’t think this proposition is so outlandish, and I will explain why.


We have all become used to the idea that TV programmes or movies ‘cause’ crimes through, for example, perpetrators engaging in copycat behaviour. Real life, including some actual murders, can be and sometimes is prompted, inspired and shaped by fantasy and fiction. Mark Twitchell, for example, was so obsessed with the TV series Dexter that he was inspired to murder John Altinger in 2008, and helpfully for the police investigation, he left various documents on his laptop explaining why. John Hinckley became so completely fixated with Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, and especially with Jodie Foster, that he moved to New Haven, Connecticut, so that he could stalk her while she was studying at Yale University and, motivated by the film’s main character, who plots to kill a presidential candidate, Hinckley attempted to assassinate Ronald Reagan. In Britain, Stanley Kubrick’s ultra-violent A Clockwork Orange had to be withdrawn from circulation after its release in 1971, given the number of crimes – including at least one murder – that were committed and which copied aspects of the film.


Some books have had a similar impact.


John Lennon’s murderer, Mark Chapman, was obsessed with J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye and was clutching a copy of the book at the time of his arrest. He signed his police statement ‘Holden Caulfield’ – the protagonist in Salinger’s novel. The Turner Diaries, a 1978 novel by William Luther Pierce, but published under the pseudonym Andrew Macdonald, depicts a violent revolution in the United States which leads to the overthrow of the government, a race war and the systematic extermination of people of colour. The book has inspired various right-wing terrorists, including: Timothy McVeigh, who was convicted and later executed for his part in the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995 (he had pages of the novel in his possession when he was arrested); David Copeland, a British neo-Nazi responsible for a bombing campaign in 1999 against London’s black, Asian and gay communities and which resulted in three deaths – he quoted The Turner Diaries in his interviews with the police; and the Norwegian mass-murderer Anders Breivik, whose ‘manifesto’ was plagiarised from a number of sources, including The Turner Diaries. We could add to this murder-inspiring list The Secret Agent by Joseph Conrad, The Queen of the Damned by Anne Rice and The Collector by John Fowles.


This is not a new, or even recent, phenomenon. The American actor John Wilkes Booth, for example, had been so immersed in the plays of Shakespeare since his childhood, especially Julius Caesar – he was known for playing the role of Brutus – that his contemporaries speculated whether he had assassinated President Lincoln because Booth had lost his identity and that he was in some way re-enacting that role in reality. Brutus is of course one of Shakespeare’s celebrated assassins and it may well be that Booth, a well-known Confederate sympathiser, hoped that he too would be honoured after Lincoln’s death.


Booth had very little formal education and learned what he knew of Shakespeare through acting and the work of his actor father. This informal rather than institutional exposure led to him committing perhaps the most famous assassination in history. So, in the more rarefied, formalised environment of a university, where students are expected to immerse themselves in the texts they study, it hardly seems controversial to propose that the literature that a student encounters can have a similar effect.


*


At its heart, this is a book about a murder and a perpetrator who is likely to be a psychopath and was labelled as such at his trial, and who is suspected by the police of having wanted to kill many more older people. More broadly, it also uses the story of Peter Farquhar to examine what it means to be elderly in the UK and the lazy clichés that quickly get attached to old age.


A trope, for example, that the press set running after it became clear that Peter had been murdered, almost as if it was explanation enough, was that he was lonely. I really don’t know how to measure loneliness or judge if that analysis is correct, but I certainly spoke with several individuals who knew him well and who felt that Peter’s life had been very ‘full’ and ‘fulfilling’. He had a group of friends and several outside interests, which included regular trips to Oxford and further afield to London to visit galleries and attend concerts. Peter was a creative man and, of course, writers often have to be solitary, but that is an entirely different experience from being lonely (as I can attest). We also know that, three times a year, Peter ran the Stowe Reading Group, where he would be surrounded by a circle of friends and acquaintances.


I’m not convinced that we can use loneliness as an explanation for Peter’s gothic fate. Perhaps it’s just what we like to tell ourselves to make us feel less culpable. It’s the excuse that we think absolves us from failing to intervene when, at least at a common-sense level, what we see happening doesn’t seem to make any sense; when we know that something isn’t quite right.


But how do we make sense of murder, and should we turn to politics, religion, psychology or culture for an answer? A few people that I met in Buckingham had their own theories, but more generally they struggled just as much as everyone else to come to terms with what had happened in Maids Moreton and what this might ‘mean’ more broadly. I also became aware that it was often hard to escape informal conversations (if I had wanted to) about the murder. Quite apart from the formal interviews that I conducted, people wanted to discuss Peter’s death, and the subsequent media interest in the case with me informally in the post office, at the checkout in Waitrose – where Trish Cowley, especially, would ask me about my research – or in the various cafés, restaurants, or pubs that allow people to gather in the town. Indeed I was usually asked ‘When are you going to write about the Maids Moreton murder?’, ‘What was that all about, then?’ ‘He seemed like such a nice young man’, or ‘Can you believe that it happened here?’ The answer, at least to that last question, is simple: yes I can; murder doesn’t just happen somewhere else and murderers are often described as ‘nice young men’.


Later I wondered whether the statement that ‘it’ had ‘happened here’ was also a comment about death. ‘It’ always surprises us as something unexpected, as something that happens to other people who live somewhere else; not to us, not here, despite all the evidence to the contrary.


*


There are many ways of telling a story, especially a story about a murder.


An obvious and popular method is to follow the police case in minute detail, with each twist and turn carefully considered. This is something which we have come to know as the police procedural. The danger is that all too often the police come to be viewed as the story, and editorially as a ‘thin blue line’: our noble – if sometimes flawed – capable, dogged guardians who keep the monsters at bay.


On the other hand, we might tell the story of the murder from the perspective of the killer, and what might have motivated him (and it usually is a him). I tend to favour this latter approach, but with a twist. I am conscious that telling a story in this way tends to obscure the life of the person who was killed. That’s a real hazard, as the narrative often becomes centred on the killer, as opposed to the victim. I have never favoured that, either in my academic or my more popular writing, so instead have adopted what is sometimes called a victim-centred methodology. In other words, as far as this story is concerned, I want Peter to be front and centre, rather than his killer.


I want to bring Peter back to life, as it were, so that we hear his voice and become aware of what it is that he’s trying to tell us. So I want to tell Peter’s story using his writing and also delving into some of the books he taught or was especially fond of. However, there are dangers here too: inevitably, if my reading of Peter’s final book A Bitter Heart is correct, we must relive the murder that took place. But perhaps this time, even if we can’t save poor Peter, we might at least begin to understand how to prevent similar murders happening in the future.


To do all of this we need to look forwards, as well as back to the past and to the murder itself. ‘Lest we forget.’ It’s the phrase commonly used in remembrance services, and first appeared in a poem by Rudyard Kipling. I don’t want to forget Peter, but I also want our remembering of him and what happened to him to be as much about the future as it is about the history of this dreadful crime.


Adopting this methodology is also a way of trying to write about the murder honestly. As I continued with my research, I became acutely aware that after his death some institutions wanted to reclaim Peter as one of their own, while there was a parallel process of disowning Field. If only it were that easy. That reclaiming did not accurately reflect who Peter was as a man, and the speed with which Field was disowned did not capture how embedded he had become within the church, or at the university. If we want to learn the lessons of this murder, we have to be honest about why it occurred, where it took place, Field’s personality, Peter’s sexuality and faith, and why he was so easily seduced by Field. No matter how embarrassing it is now, we have to understand how Field became so entrenched at the university, and also a deputy warden at Stowe Parish Church.


Finally we need to consider geography.


This is a murder that really did take place in Middle England – Buckingham itself is often described as the ‘pivot at the green heart of the country’. In the first few days and weeks of reporting the murder, the print and broadcast media especially had an irresistible urge to evoke the popular TV series Midsomer Murders. ‘Middle England’ therefore has a place in this story both metaphorically as well as geographically. Inevitably, class will rear its head. These are important issues, but if they come to dominate the narrative they only demean, rather than explain, this murder.


In choosing to set out on this journey I soon became aware that the story that I needed to tell was not just about making sense of an individual murder that took place in a somewhat privileged locale, or even of the interests that Peter had when he was alive. Of course these issues have their place, but I see in Peter’s death more than all of this too. Join me on that journey, but I am not just going to write about a single murder, as I want to see the wood as much as the trees. For me the significance of this murder – what it ‘means’ – transcends place and raises broader issues about religion, gerontology, psychopathy, criminology, what it means to be elderly in this country and, perhaps most surprising of all, the insights that can be provided by a love of literature. Those are the contours of the forest that we are about to enter.









CHAPTER TWO


Peter Farquhar




‘ … sensual pleasure and altruism must, of necessity be incompatible’


PETER FARQUHAR,


Between Boy and Man





I found a seat in the University of Buckingham’s (UB) small but efficient library, and took a pen and some paper out of my rucksack, which I then hung on the back of my chair before sitting down. I put the book that the librarian had found for me on the table, opened it up and started to slowly begin the process of taking notes – scribbling down names and snatches of dialogue that seemed particularly important, and occasionally having to get out of my chair to track down some obscure quotation in the text.


Time seemed to steal past me unobtrusively, and it was dark before I eventually left the library.


I had decided to start my research by reading Peter’s books. I managed to track down copies of the first two novels, which were self-published via AuthorHouse in Milton Keynes. As late as 2020, these two books were still for sale on their website. On the website’s ‘about the author’ section, after outlining his teaching experience at Manchester Grammar School and Stowe, Peter was described as currently lecturing at the University of Buckingham.


He had actually been dead for five years.


Between Boy and Man was not Peter’s first novel, but it was the first to be published, in 2010, some six years after he had retired from teaching at Stowe.


It was not well received, especially at Stowe.


Peter had been born in Edinburgh in 1946, and had a younger brother called Ian. Their father was a doctor, who later moved the family to London where Peter would be educated at Latymer Upper School in Hammersmith, before going on to Cambridge University. It is clear that throughout his novels he used autobiographical material about his life, his interests and the institutions he experienced. His novels are not about fantasy, escapism or the make-believe worlds of science fiction. The realism of his fiction might have been more about cream teas, classrooms and Christianity than the kitchen sink, but it was realism nonetheless. Above all else, his writing was personal; he was writing about his life. He therefore wrote about Cambridge University, where he had been awarded a First in English and had attended Churchill College; about his teaching experiences at Manchester Grammar, where he had worked between 1970 and 1982, and at Stowe, where he was made Head of English in 1989. His last novel, A Bitter Heart, draws on his experiences at UB and of teaching undergraduates, although it is set in Manchester.


All three novels also deal with the more intimate, moral dilemmas which Peter clearly struggled with, most obviously the tension between his Christianity and his sexuality. Put simply, could he have gay relationships and still retain his faith? He never seemed to be able to answer that question satisfactorily, either in his novels or in real life. There is a great deal of sermonising in his writing, and various characters are offered different platforms to talk about God, the meaning of life, guilt, forgiveness and sin. The books are infused with more secular dilemmas too. Between Boy and Man is very good at describing, for example, the tension between those who were attracted to the vocation of teaching, and how that idealism increasingly rubbed up against the changing culture of English public schools. Those changes meant that such schools were becoming less concerned with the development of individual students and much more with the need to make money in, as it was described to me by one teacher, ‘a challenging market’.


The old ‘chalk and talk’ and nurturing approach to teaching was being replaced by computerised systems of monitoring and assessment, and of managerial practice more generally, which would not have been out of place in a shop, a bank or a factory. Peter neither liked these changes nor did he want to adapt to them.


Of course, every novelist draws on personal experience, but there appears to be much more than that in Peter’s writing. He quite consciously uses the printed page to outline and then try to resolve issues and quandaries in his life; he could more effectively achieve this on paper than in reality. Peter writes to create order out of the especially chaotic and messy psychological undertow of his personality and sexuality, even if the faithful, erudite face that he presented to the world showed little – if anything – of that private reality. His writing, at least until A Bitter Heart, shielded him from the practical consequences of being gay, although it is hard to escape the conclusion that both in his writing and in his life he was always desperate to give his love to someone. The tragedy of Peter’s sexuality was that he was simply born in the wrong era, when homosexuality was still against the law – and then even when it became legal, he was oppressed by the official stance of the Church of England, which continued its intolerance towards homosexuality.


*


The title Between Boy and Man is a quotation from Twelfth Night: ‘Not yet old enough for a man, nor young enough for a boy; as a squash is before ’tis a peascod, or a codling when ’tis almost an apple. ’Tis with him in standing water, between boy and man.’ The novel is set in a boarding school called Moreton College which Peter clearly places in Buckingham (the characters even go for a drink in the Wheatsheaf – the name of a local pub). It opens with a death, when one of the key characters commits suicide by jumping in front of a train – Peter would also use a similar dramatic opening in A Bitter Heart – and follows the fortunes of three main characters: the Reverend John Donaldson, the school’s chaplain, who also coaches the boys’ football team; Jude Williams, a sixth-form pupil who is the star player in the team; and Alexander Scott, the Head of English.


The novel is 439 pages long, divided into thirty-three chapters and, at times, cloying and self-indulgent. Overly long, it is in want of a good editor. These criticisms notwithstanding, it paints an authentic picture of the close-knit world of boarding schools, where minor slights can quickly escalate into major issues, and of the various layers and underlying tensions between staff, management and pupils; the school and the community in which it is located; and between parents and teachers. It almost perfectly captures the often insane culture surrounding the Oxbridge interview; has a good ear for dialogue; and has a moral question that prompts the overall narrative – do sensual pleasures and altruism have to be incompatible? This question is sort-of answered in several ways, but we are left in no doubt that Christian faith is the best way to frame what that answer might be. Even so, it’s hard to escape the feeling that Peter’s writing reveals a more promiscuous nature even if, in the end, he settled for being a puritan for most of his life.
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