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Nick playing Sir Jakie Astor’s Hammond organ at the Astors’ home, Hatley Park, spring 1968.
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Foreword


THIS IS NOT an Authorised Biography.


That term implies to me a straitjacketed affair, tailored by the estate, family, or subject themselves, to fit a desired image of the protagonist. This has not been the case with Richard Morton Jack’s biography of my brother. But it is true that this is the only biography of my brother that has been written with my blessing. 


When Cally Callomon – the manager of Nick’s musical estate – and I published our own book about Nick, Remembered For A While, we meant this collection of fragments and memories to set a few records straight, and rectify some of the absurd myths that had grown up around Nick’s life. But it also revealed the need for a more conventional biography – one that accurately told the story of Nick’s brief life. This was certainly not a task that I could, or wanted to, undertake. But it posed a dilemma, because if such a biography were to be truly accurate, it would mean allowing access to hallowed grounds and household gods, and asking a stranger to ‘tread softly, because you tread on my dreams’.


Nick’s story has too often been overshadowed by the tragedy of his final illness. There was nothing romantic about it: like most mental illnesses, it was grim, repetitive and relentless, and it cruelly robbed him of his creative muse. It caused him despair – and a lifetime of grief for those closest to him. But if there is an interest in his short life, it surely lies in those years that led up to his illness, the years in which the seed of his talent was planted, nurtured and brought to full bloom in three albums of songs that have blazed a trail long after his sad death. It is these years that have never before been accurately analysed and chronologically documented.


Throughout the life of Nick’s music, one of the miracles has been the nourishment and care it has received, both before and after his death, from strategic players, all of them outstanding people in their own right. Apart from our exceptional parents, and a fine housemaster at Marlborough who saw his potential despite his poor academic results, there was his meeting at Cambridge, almost by chance, with the fellow undergraduate and music scholar whose arrangements became integral to his songs, Robert Kirby; there was his introduction to his producer, the remarkable Joe Boyd, who despite all setbacks has never ceased to champion his music; and there was his master sound engineer, John Wood, who became a good friend to him, and has protected both Nick and his work ever since. 


Thanks to Joe Boyd, Nick was signed to Chris Blackwell, world famous for his Island record label, and thanks to Island, a quarter of a century after Nick’s death, its Creative Director, Cally Callomon, took on the mantle of Manager of the Nick Drake Musical Estate, which, at his suggestion, we have called Bryter Music. It is Cally who has expertly guided Nick’s music ever since, and it is to Cally in large part that Nick owes his posthumous fame. And now Nick owes him the discovery of another key player in his saga – that of the storyteller. In Richard Morton Jack, Nick has, I do believe, once again struck gold. 


Cally met Richard many years ago through a joint love of record collecting, and gradually became aware of his rare ability to combine a copious knowledge of the history of music with a forensic facility to sort out fact from fiction. When Richard stated his desire to write a biography of Nick, Cally realised, after cautious reflection, that here was a man who could be trusted to sift through all the myths, seek out the buried facts, and present an accurate record of his twenty-six years on Earth. 


I was, perhaps, more hesitant, fearing the intrusion and the re-opening of a wound that never heals. But I put my trust first in Cally, and then, as I started to know him, increasingly in Richard – not only in his obvious love of his subject, but in his sensitive objectivity. I knew there would be no bending of the facts to fit a personal agenda, and I also knew that I could, without compunction, give him introductions to many contacts who have in the past been reluctant to talk about Nick. 


What neither Cally nor I had realised was quite the lengths of investigation Richard was prepared to go to – just how many contacts he would follow up and speak to, how many tiny pieces of evidence he would uncover and place in order, making a coherence of Nick’s life that, almost half a century after his death, we could never have believed possible. I have no idea how enormous his database must be, but the important point is that he has sorted through all of it, culled everything of importance, and produced a book of page-turning interest. I find I have learned many facts about my brother’s life that I never knew.


In life one should never say ‘never’ – but I cannot see myself ever visiting this story again. I now feel satisfied that it has been told as fully and accurately as, at the moment, it possibly can be. I am grateful to Richard for having peeled back layers of confusion and inaccurate information. I am equally grateful to him for having indeed trodden lightly on my dreams. For me the rest is silence. For you, I hope, this book will lead you to listen, or, perhaps re-listen to its subject’s creations: the songs of Nick Drake.


Gabrielle Drake 


January 2023











Remember this when you are full of woe


There is a time when every sigh must end;


So often do we think of Time as foe


We do forget that Time can be a friend –


Molly Drake, written in Nick’s autograph book, 3 January 1956












Prologue


SHORTLY BEFORE 1 p.m. on Monday, 25 November 1974, Rodney Drake happened to ring home from the local garden centre. Aged sixty-six, he had retired four years earlier and was engaged in winter preparations for his roses. His wife, Molly, answered – though it could just as easily have been their Karen housekeeper,fn1 Naw – and asked him to return at once to their house, Far Leys, in Tanworth-in-Arden, thirteen miles north of Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire. 


It was a fifteen-minute drive and she came out of the house to meet him. ‘I could tell by her face what had happened,’ he wrote in his diary a few hours later. ‘Naw had looked in on Nick at 11.45, found him lying across his bed and called to Molly, who went in and found him dead.’ An empty pill bottle was close by.


Nick, their twenty-six-year-old son, had been based at Far Leys since the spring of 1971, following a sharp decline in his mental health, and his illness had come to define his parents’ lives. By now the three low-selling albums he had made were well in the past – the last had been completed over three years earlier – and though he had made attempts to write and record in recent months, his muse had seemingly vanished.


That was one plausible reason for his despondency, but no one understood what had made this promising young man – a popular schoolboy, a champion athlete, an open-minded traveller, a Cambridge undergraduate, a superb musician, a unique singer-songwriter – so introverted, unsettled and unhappy. Family, friends and doctors had done their best to reverse his decline, to no avail. He had been prescribed different medicines but took them haphazardly, and at best they controlled his symptoms rather than eliminating them. 


He had spent part of the previous month in Paris and shown glimmers of improvement, but in recent days he’d been silent, surly, restless, inactive and indecisive – all the characteristics his parents and sister Gabrielle had come to associate with the worst of his illness. Enough was enough, he had evidently decided on impulse.


Eventually the local GP, Dr Ackroyd, arrived and explained what was already clear: Nick had died some hours earlier. An ambulance was sent away and Rodney and Molly gave statements to a sympathetic policeman, PC Howell. They told him that the contents of the pill bottle – a prescribed anti-depressant, Tryptizol – were missing. ‘Later, undertakers Dyson Richards arrived to remove our poor old Nick after we had said goodbye to him,’ Rodney wrote. ‘We were left in a daze of grief, wondering how and why it had all come about …’


Rodney, Molly and Gabrielle would never cease to ponder those questions, but their grief was softened not just by time, but by a curious phenomenon. The artistic recognition their cherished son had craved was growing and growing. Articles about him began to appear, his work was repackaged and sold more and more copies, fans from Britain, Europe, America and even further afield turned up at Far Leys to learn more about him, and his family did their best to explain who the magically gifted, frustratingly unfathomable Nick had been.










PART ONE
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A Very Cosy World


THE DRAKES MOVED into Far Leys in late May 1952, when Gabrielle was eight and Nick was nearly four. A large but not cavernous mock-Georgian house built in the early twentieth century, its asking price of £10,000 was above their budget but it was precisely what Molly had been hoping to find upon settling in England after many years out East.


Tanworth-in-Arden had been plain Tanworth until the nineteenth century, when it was renamed to avoid confusion with the market town of Tamworth in Staffordshire, on the other side of Birmingham. The area had once sat in the ancient Forest of Arden; by the 1950s it was long since denuded. Far Leys took its name from the surrounding meadows, but it wasn’t in deep countryside – the train that carried Rodney to work in Birmingham, fifteen miles away, could be glimpsed in the distance. 


The heart of the village was its pretty green, bordered by the handsome fourteenth-century limestone church, St Mary Magdalene, and the Bell Inn. Bates Lane, where Far Leys stands, was off the village centre and the house was set back from the road, making it secluded without being isolated. A short, gravelled driveway led to its front door, flanked by pillars.


Inside was a hallway with a large study to the right. In recent years it had served as a doctor’s surgery and a playgroup classroom but was used by the Drakes as a lumber room, then as ‘the music room’. Leading off it, and overlooking the sweeping lawn to the back, was the drawing room. A passageway led to a compact dining room and a pantry, with the kitchen at its end. 


Upstairs were a nursery, a dressing room, three bedrooms and two bathrooms. Nick’s cosy, square room was tucked away down its own very short corridor, between his sister’s and parents’ rooms. A tall bookshelf was set in an alcove to the right of the door, and a window (with animal-print curtains, when he was a child) was opposite; to the right were twin beds, a desk and chair, and a circular window overlooking the side of the house. 


Until he was eight he shared his room with his bespectacled Karen nanny, Naw Rosie Paw Tun, known as ‘Nan’. She had accompanied the Drakes back to England in 1951 and was more like a family member than an employee. ‘It was like having three parents, really – Mummy, Daddy and Nanny,’ according to Gabrielle.1 ‘Mummy was always very glamorous, Father was the most wonderful sort of strong person, and Nanny was Nanny. She was always there in a crisis and was the calm centre to our lives.’ 


Tanworth was safe, with few cars, and Gabrielle and Nick soon got to know everyone, at least by sight. The vicar was Canon Dudley Lee, the tiny post office was presided over by the gossipy Mrs Chattaway and her daughter-in-law (nicknamed ‘the Chats’ locally), the Ivy Stores was run by old Mrs Tibbles, and the closest thing to a celebrity was ‘Gentleman’ Jack Hood, landlord of the Bell and the 1926 British welterweight boxing champion. 


There was a village school, a garage and filling station, a greengrocer, a butcher and even a boot-mender. Local characters included Pip Patterson, who wore plus-fours and foraged in hedgerows for material to smoke in his pipe, and Mr Onions, who hosted summer fêtes in his large garden. ‘We lived in a very cosy world,’ as Gabrielle’s childhood friend and neighbour Joanna Lodder summarises. 


Reunited with their possessions – most notably the grand piano, which took pride of place in the drawing room – the Drakes settled into their new and, to an extent, alien life. For Rodney it was a welcome return to his homeland after two happy and productive decades abroad, despite the challenges of the war and its aftermath. Molly’s homecoming was perhaps more nuanced: she was English and had been educated in England but had barely lived there as an adult. 


Her formidable father, Sir Idwal Lloyd, had graduated from Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, before rising through the Indian Civil Service to become Deputy Commissioner in Rangoon, Burma – the province’s second-in-command. He and his wife Georgette were well-established figures in its expatriate community, and Molly was born there on 5 November 1915. Her real name was Mary but she was always known as Molly, or ‘Mol-Mal’ to her family. A shy child, she had an easy – if uncomfortably hot – early childhood. 


When the First World War ended she and her glamorous older sister Gwladys – born in May 1912 and nicknamed ‘Gad-God’ – were sent to boarding school in England. They did not meet their younger sister Nancy – born in November 1918 and nicknamed ‘Nan-Non’ – until she joined them in England, aged five. Thereafter Molly had a lifelong affinity with her. The girls barely saw their parents from one year to the next. It was not an ideal family dynamic but notions of duty and resilience were ingrained, even as the Raj tottered.


Rodney had also been born into what was then called the ‘upper middle class’, on 5 May 1908, a year after his sister Pamela. The son of Ernest Drake, a Harley Street doctor, and his wife Violet, he grew up in Redhill, Surrey, and was educated at Marlborough Collegefn1 in Wiltshire. Thereafter he trained as an engineer with the London and North Eastern Railway (LNER), before moving to Rangoon in 1931 to work as an assistant engineer for the Bombay Burmah Trading Corporation (BBTC). Able, game and decent, he quickly established himself as another stalwart of the expat community and was often turned to for advice. 


Molly sailed to Rangoon upon leaving school, arriving in December 1933. She and Rodney met at one of the many entertainments that kept the British amused, and they recognised a deeper compatibility beneath their superficial differences. For all Rodney’s conviviality, he was thoughtful and empathetic, while Molly’s self-effacement was a cover for her keenly observant mind. Both were artistic and enjoyed writing – Rodney’s stories and songs tended to be humorous, while her work had a more existential, even fatalistic bent. 


They married in the Cathedral Church of the Holy Trinity in Rangoon on Wednesday, 14 April 1937, when he was twenty-eight and she twenty-one, and spent a happy honeymoon in rural Burma. Molly, however, struggled to adjust to married life and shortly after their return to Rangoon suffered a breakdown. Her father had recently retired, so it was decided that she should return to London and stay with her parents in Chelsea. For a time she was unable to face the outside world, but regained her strength and returned to Rodney after a few months. She had no more such episodes, and Gabrielle surmises that her father’s unwavering support gave her lifelong equanimity thereafter. 


Rodney and Molly were in New York on BBTC business when war broke out in Europe in September 1939. It was inevitable that the Japanese would eventually invade Burma, to sever the Allies’ access to its rubber and to China, so Rodney joined the Artisan Works Company, using his engineering training counter-intuitively to blow up bridges. It was dangerous work and the order to retreat brought no more safety for Molly: she and Nancy – who had married Rodney’s friend Chris McDowall – trekked through malaria-infested jungle to safety in India, where they nervously awaited news of their husbands. 


Rodney had been appointed Embarkation Officer at Shwegin, tasked with loading ragged and enfeebled Allied troops onto decrepit ferries that sustained heavy fire as they sailed for India. There it was monsoon season; they slept in the open, and many, including him, caught dysentery. He finally staggered into Delhi in April 1943. His dysentery was replaced by hepatitis, but he never complained of the horrors he had witnessed and experienced, reflecting Molly’s lifelong mantra (as recalled by Gabrielle): ‘Never be a moaner or a groaner.’


Upon his recovery, the BBTC tasked Rodney with setting up a sawmill in the hill station of Jhelum, in the Himalayan foothills. Gabrielle Mary Drake (known as ‘Gay’, ‘Birdy’ or ‘the Bird’ to the family) was born on 30 March 1944, and when the Japanese were routed in May 1945 her parents moved back to Rangoon, settling at 11 Mission Road. Nancy and Chris also returned to the city, and life resumed its earlier routine, with wartime sufferings taken as read and not dwelt upon. 


When Burma’s post-war administration was set up, Rodney’s tact, charm and administrative talent were recognised in his appointment to its House of Representatives. He also faced the complicated task of rebuilding the BBTC’s business as its manager and chief engineer. ‘It was an arduous assignment, with the ravages of war to be repaired and numerous military and civilian requirements to be met,’2 stated a later profile of him, and in the immediate post-war years he was required to travel widely.


Family was his top priority, though, and Nicholas Rodney Drake was delivered by Dr Pereira in Rangoon’s Dufferin Hospital at 7.15 a.m. on Saturday, 19 June 1948. His birthweight was a solid 9 lb and Molly remained in hospital with him for eight days. Like his bright, outgoing sister, he was cherished from the moment he appeared. ‘When he was born Nicholas looked exactly like Seymour Hicks,’fn2 wrote Molly in a wry journal of his infancy:


He could hold his head up at birth. The second day of his life he looked the image of his grandfather, Idwal Lloyd.fn3 At birth his hair was very thick and almost black and grew low on his forehead. He was rather a nice nectarine colour, but in spite of his weight his legs were terribly thin. This was soon remedied. I breastfed him for just under six months. He was a very greedy baby. No table manners at all.


Nicholas was easy to wean and made no fuss about any new foods … He first smiled on 18 July 1948 after his 10 p.m. feed, the cause being his Daddy’s spectacles. By seven months he could move all over the place by means of a swimming action along the floor. He took his first steps at thirteen months. His sister was four years old when he was born. He found her an unfailing source of amusement.


Gabrielle was less enchanted at first, having been longing for a sister. However, this soon ‘gave way to delight in this bouncing baby with jet-black hair which grew in a Regency-style quiff’.3 


‘Nicky’, as he was called in childhood, spent his first months in Mission Road, where his hair turned first blond and then the deep brown it would remain. He was vaccinated and circumcised by the family doctor, James Lusk,fn4 and christened into the Church of England by the Bishop of Rangoon on 28 November, with Nancy and Chris acting as godparents, alongside Molly and Rodney’s friends John Shelley and Hope Hughes.


The Drakes loved Burma but, prompted by the ongoing turmoil, in early 1949 Rodney accepted the BBTC’s offer to become director (and joint chairman) in Bombay. Before taking up the post he had six months’ leave, which the family spent in England, arriving by sea on 23 April. It was Nick’s first visit to his homeland, though he was too young to know it. Returning in October, they set up home in Bombay, decamping after humid working weeks to a mud-floored seaside cabin in the suburb of Marve Beach, where Nick learned to swim at a very young age. 


It was a happy pattern, but Rodney and Molly were realists. Britain’s glory days in the East were over, and they had no desire to replicate Molly’s experience by packing their children off to school in England. By Gabrielle’s account, her parents ‘found the thought of separation from each other, if she accompanied the children back to England, intolerable’.4 In any case, the prospect of early retirement – the convention if you worked out East – did not appeal to Rodney’s energetic nature. It was therefore fortuitous that, in the summer of 1951, he was headhunted to join an agricultural engineering firm in the Midlands, the Wolseley Sheep Shearing Machine Co., Ltd. 


They once again packed all their possessions and steamed home aboard RMS Caledonia. Having recently turned three, Nick would be too young to remember Burma or India, and was ineligible for most of the entertainments on board. His seven-year-old sister took enthusiastic part, though. ‘I was a dreadful exhibitionist,’ she later said.5 They reached Liverpool on 20 August 1951. In Gabrielle’s words, ‘With our return to England, the prelude to Nick’s and my lives ended and we started the process of becoming proper people.’6


Wolseley was based in Birmingham, so while house-hunting the Drakes stayed in the Glebe Hotel in nearby Barford. Gabrielle and Nick had no difficulty assimilating to British life, and she recalls being enchanted by novelties like ‘seeing snow for the first time and being able to drink water straight from the tap … I remember thinking that was extraordinary.’7 The family celebrated her eighth birthday at the Glebe on 30 March 1952, by which time Rodney had undertaken to buy Far Leys from a local stockbroker named Jim Smith. 


Molly delighted in creating a comfortable, elegant domestic world for her family. In particular, she oversaw the installation of a new and immaculate kitchen whose centrepiece was a cream-coloured Aga. ‘She deeply loved her husband and her children and creating a home for them became her primary purpose in life,’ as Gabrielle puts it.8 Nan greatly assisted her in accomplishing this. According to Gabrielle, 


having been nanny in England to other retired colonial families, she knew more about ‘Home’ – an austere post-war England – than either Molly or Rodney did themselves. She it was who guided Molly through the complexities of post-war rationing, and helped her set up a household without servants, something Molly had never known before in her married life.9 


In September 1954 the household was joined by Nan’s niece Naw Ma Naw, who was born on 27 August 1914 and travelled from Burma to make a new life in England. Gabrielle: ‘Naw came to us having lost all her family in Burma except for one daughter, who died – to her great grief – during the first year she was with us, so that, unlike Nan, she had no family save us.’ She remained a gentle constant in their lives and, like Nan, called Molly and Rodney ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’.


‘Even though she was the same age as my parents, it was like having a third child for them,’ explains Gabrielle. ‘She was quiet and reserved compared to Nan, but they were a great double act. Nan was more of a nanny and Naw more of a housekeeper.’ In the short term they attended to a lot of the minutiae of Gabrielle and Nick’s lives, but they weren’t taken for granted and, as Gabrielle puts it, ‘Being uncivil to them was a worse crime than being uncivil to our parents.’ Joanna Lodder’s younger sister Janie was often at Far Leys and says that above all Nan and Naw ‘gave Rodney and Molly time – to read, to write music and poetry, to garden’.


Much of Rodney’s time was, of course, devoted to his new job. Founded in 1889, Wolseley had made huge profits by mechanising the laborious sheep-shearing process, but when the wartime demand for its machinery dried up, the firm seemed in danger of – at best – stagnating. In Rodney it was hoping for a leader who would transform its fortunes with energy and innovation. He worked hard to do so, launching a variety of new products including the popular ‘Merry Tiller’ garden rotavator, and the board recognised his success by appointing him sole managing director in October 1953. 


At home he rejoiced in his large and varied garden, keeping chickens (rationing still being in force) and tinkering in his workshop, where his children often visited him. Although Nick and Gabrielle’s age and gender difference made them imperfect playmates, they had a harmonious relationship as they grew up. For her, ‘I suppose it was a typical sort of brother-sister relationship, really – annoying elder sister, annoying younger brother – but I certainly loved him dearly.’10 


Far Leys was a home Rodney and Molly wanted to share, whether through drinks, dinners, children’s parties or their annual Christmas Eve celebration (with carols led by the village choir). They slotted into a local social circuit including well-meaning and conventional couples such as John and Pam Lodder, Cyril and Biddy Hughes, Charles and Margharita Chatwin and Evan and Mildred Norton. ‘My parents became great friends with them as soon as they met in 1952,’ says Guy Norton, who – having been born in November 1939 – was a generation older than the Drake children but knew the family well.fn5


Molly and Rodney were exceptionally respected in the area. He was the best possible example of an English gentleman, upstanding but warm and non-judgemental. He was hardworking but it would have been anathema for him to have been seen to be striving. Modesty was much more his style. He had the stiff-upper-lip demeanour of his generation but was unquestionably a loving father and would never have made himself unapproachable to his children. Molly was warm, intelligent and attractive, and would have been a wonderful person to find yourself next to at a dinner party.


They were cultured and well-read, not small-minded. There were a lot of suburban snobs around but Molly and Rodney were accepting of everyone. They would never have dreamed of calling anyone ‘common’, as others did. There was no front with them, they were absolutely natural, with nothing flashy about them – they lived comfortably and elegantly without being rich. 


Indeed, the Drakes owed their affluence to Rodney’s talent and hard work; there were no inherited means on either side, let alone a sense of entitlement about their lifestyle. ‘It was never extravagant,’ according to Gabrielle. ‘It was comfortable without being lavish or overblown.’11 


Rodney and Molly’s ostensible roles – breadwinner and housewife – don’t reflect the respect they held each other in and the strength they drew from each other. ‘They had a balanced marriage – they were equal in force,’ continues Guy. ‘It’s inconceivable to me that they would ever have shouted at one another, or even disagreed other than very politely.’ Gabrielle says that ‘their marriage gave my mother the deepest emotional happiness, fulfilment and security’:


It was certainly something she believed. As children, my brother and I were always aware of two facts: firstly, our parents deeply loved us; and secondly, my parents loved each other even more than they loved us. I think this gives any child a feeling of security and freedom. It certainly did to me.


There was no lack of physical demonstration of their affection; we were not the frigid family so often imagined to be the norm in the English upper middle classes. My mum was incredibly tactile, though maybe a bit reticent in front of strangers, as one was in those days. The joy of her was that she was so available for a hug, and to others outside her family. I always thought that my dad thought so too, and that she taught him to be tactile. My dad, though he loved it if one flung one’s arms around him, was always just that tiny bit embarrassed, whereas my mum, if she hadn’t instigated the physical contact (more likely), revelled in it. As children Nick and I both relished this, especially as she looked so beautiful, always wore scent and smelled divine.


All who knew the Drakes vividly recall their warmth and hospitality. ‘They engulfed you when you went to see them,’ Guy summarises. ‘Far Leys reeked of happiness, that’s why I loved going there. To an outsider, the Drakes seemed to be the perfect family.’
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A Totally Warm And Communicative Kid


RODNEY DID NOT continue to write songs after returning to England, though he happily accompanied himself as he sang at the piano. Much more influential on Nick’s nascent musicality was Molly. Aside from running the household, her main pastime was writing songs. Some were humorous or for children, some were more personal and philosophical, but – crucially – from earliest childhood Nick absorbed the sound of her singing, composing and practising them all. 


Although she wasn’t embarrassed to be heard working on them, or to perform them in front of family and close friends during the musical soirées their circle often hosted, she did not discuss them or the emotions that underpinned them, and Gabrielle and Nick didn’t ask. ‘Music was a private joy, as was her poetry,’ as Gabrielle puts it:1 


All her life, both provided a retreat and a place from which to draw inner strength. And though she was happy to play and sing her songs to friends and family, their composing was always an intensely private affair, and she would sit for hours alone at a piano, working out words and music.


In doing so she was greatly assisted by Rodney’s early adoption of home recording, typifying his fascination with gadgets and technology. Gabrielle: ‘One day he staggered in to the house after work, carrying what looked like an enormous green trunk: it was an early reel-to-reel recording machine. It must have been one of the first pieces of domestic recording equipment on the market – real state-of-the-art stuff’;2 ‘Understanding, as he always did, the private nature of her creative work, my father would set up the machine and leave her to record her songs on her own.’3


Despite her devotion and availability to her children, Gabrielle and Nick took it for granted that Molly was to an extent inscrutable. For Gabrielle she was ‘something of an enigma … There was always a part of my mother that remained unknowable, unattainable and her own. All of us – especially my father – understood this. It was no mystery to us.’4 She concealed her depths from those who didn’t know her intimately, to whom she could seem distant, if ever gracious and friendly. ‘I knew she was musical but had no idea that she wrote and sang songs,’ says Guy Norton. 


Although her home recordings were carefully preserved, it didn’t occur to Molly to seek a professional outlet for her material, and none of her work was circulated in her lifetime. Nonetheless, Nick grew up regarding songwriting as a perfectly normal and worthwhile activity. ‘Nick was composing songs at a very early age,’ recalls Gabrielle. ‘When he was three or four, two of his great passions were cowboys and food. I can remember two songs he wrote then – one was about a cowboy in a book [by Lois Lenski] called Cowboy Small: “Oh Cowboy Small, oh Cowboy Small / All the other cowboys call Cowboy Small.” The other was about celery and tomatoes.’5 Nick also had a cowboy outfit, and a teepee pitched in the garden. 


His imagination was beginning to spark: shortly before his fourth birthday he amused Molly by insisting that a flower smelled yellow. He lacked local playmates in the short term but was contented and self-contained. While Rodney was at work and Gabrielle was at school, he and Nan might head to Birmingham (which was favoured over Coventry for shopping), potter around the village or play in the garden. ‘He’d spend a very long time in the garden by himself, wandering around,’ said his father.6 His mother remembered: ‘His sister was always saying, “Oh, can’t we have someone to tea?” and “Can’t we do this? Can’t we do that?” Nick didn’t mind, he was perfectly happy amusing himself and getting on with his own pastimes.’7


He also spent a lot of time in the nursery, which contained a wireless and a wind-up gramophone. ‘There was music going on in the family the whole time,’ as Molly put it.8 ‘We were all into music in a very big way. Every time any music started, Nick as a tiny child would stand and conduct, and we always used to say, “He’s going to be a famous conductor!”’ For Rodney, ‘Any form of music was interesting to him. We had certain records which were favourites of ours, and some of those attracted him very much. I remember The Swan of Tuonela by Sibelius – I told him the legend … It rather frightened him, I think.’9 His mother added that he ‘sang himself to sleep every night’.10


Molly was determined to encourage his nascent musicality and began to teach him piano as soon as he was able, though he was initially resistant (especially disliking finger exercises). In the summer of 1953, just before turning five, he joined Gabrielle at Hurst House, a friendly private day school on the outskirts of Henley-in-Arden, five miles away. That July his teacher, Judith Jones, wrote: ‘Nicky has spent a satisfactory first term. He appeared worried at first, but having adjusted himself to the new life and routine he settled down happily … He writes figures and letters well.’ 


The Drakes shared the school run with the Hicks family, who also lived in Tanworth. Diana was a year younger than Gabrielle: ‘Molly sang as we bumped along in her little Morris Minor, which always smelled sweetly of her scent. The greatest treat was to stop for the famous Tudor Ices on the way home. [Rodney] was very entertaining, quizzing us on current affairs and telling (and asking for) stories.’11 At a bend in the road on the way out of Danzey they passed a tree with a huge fungus growing out of it; Molly soon had them singing ‘Shall we see the mushroom tree?’ to the tune of an old nursery rhyme. 


Diana’s brother Andrew was a year older than Nick, but they became playmates. He recalls Nick as ‘a totally warm and communicative kid whom everyone liked’:


He was gentle and kind, and joined in and asserted himself without any lack of confidence but avoiding being pushy. He was never aggressive and always without malice … He was not the most boisterous among us but he was sociable, joined in all the fun and got messy like everyone. He was happy, healthy and normal …12 We’d fight and fall in the muddy stream and have fun without any restraint. In summer we played in the extensive garden behind [Far Leys]. The lawn sloped down to the fields and a marshy stream flowing out of a pond on the other side of the road, where Nick and I would happily get ourselves covered in mud.13 


The boys also devised indoor games, one of which involved dashing along the upstairs corridor together before throwing themselves onto a mat and sliding the remaining distance down the polished floor. On one occasion they got the timing wrong and Nick landed on Andrew’s leg, breaking it. ‘Molly and Nick visited me, prostrate in my bedroom. They brought me some presents – activity games and a Noddy book – and signed my plaster. I distinctly remember Nick saying that I had been very brave …’14


Molly and Rodney’s emphasis on good manners was clear: 


With adults his behaviour was impeccable, his goodbyes and thank yous perfectly rehearsed, always addressing Mr or Mrs Double-Barrel by name. Even unbroken, his voice had a hint of the low huskiness we hear in his singing. He was the handsome, delightful child that every parent would want their own to be.15


Nick’s best friend at Hurst House was Joanna and Janie’s cousin Dave Lodder. He was three months Nick’s junior and lived with his family in an old farmhouse named Whitley, in Henley-in-Arden. ‘I loved visiting Far Leys,’ he says. 


Their household was different to ours – Whitley was a farm, there were five children and we tended to live in the kitchen (the one room that was always warm – we didn’t have central heating like the Drakes). Far Leys was very comfortable, with deep carpets throughout. They even had a room just for drinks!fn1 It had a sink, a cupboard full of glasses and dozens of soda syphons which we were allowed to make fizzy orange from. There was a routine, but Rodney and Molly weren’t strict – nor did they have any need to be.


Janie was a few months older and also appreciated the calm, elegant atmosphere at Far Leys. ‘Molly loved arranging flowers, making the house pretty and welcoming. Rodney never appeared to raise his voice and was immensely kind and had concern and interest in all we did.’ Family lore had it that Nick was insistent as a child that he wanted to marry Janie. To her,


He was always self-contained but didn’t seem unusually intelligent or precocious. I wouldn’t say he was ever mischievous, and I think Molly and Rodney might have been a little over-protective of him. A lot of Dave’s and my playing involved bikes and streams, and he wouldn’t be allowed to join in certain games.


Nonetheless, most of their activities involved being outdoors in all weathers. Much of their time was spent in the garden at Far Leys. ‘On one side was a croquet lawn, which Nick and I used to have imaginary swimming races up and down,’ continues Dave. 


When the Drakes’ gardener was mowing we took it in turns to run as close as we could in front without getting hit. We built a den in the corner from which we could see the road and watch the rare person who walked down it, in the knowledge that they couldn’t see us. There was an orchard containing a hut [in fact a traditional Burmese ‘spirit house’] built by Nan and Naw, with a thatched roof that was caving in. That was a great place to play. We once hid in the bushes with an airgun and waited for a bird to come to the bird table. Eventually a bullfinch showed up and we shot it. (I don’t recall who pulled the trigger.) We were very proud of ourselves, but Nick’s parents weren’t at all impressed, so we then felt guilty and tried to justify it by saying they ate all the buds off the fruit trees. 


In the holidays we’d cycle to each other’s houses, then go off on our bikes with a picnic and have adventures. They were great days – everything seemed so exciting. We climbed trees, hunted for bird’s eggs, built dens in hay bales (it scares me to death thinking how dangerous that was) and sometimes went fishing. In the winter we went tobogganing and found a frozen pool. Nick had read somewhere that if you spread your weight around you wouldn’t go through ice, so he lay on top of the toboggan with his arms and legs stretched out. Needless to say, it went straight through and into the freezing water.


Rodney and Molly always took an interest in their children’s activities. For example, recalls Dave, 


Around the time that Roger Bannister ran his four-minute mile [on 6 May 1954] Nick and I decided we wanted to do it too, so Rodney measured out exactly one mile on the village sports field and timed us as we ran it. When I stayed overnight he would sometimes produce his huge tape machine in the evening and record us fooling about. That was a huge excitement.


Nick showed an impish sense of humour. ‘There was a field next to Far Leys with a horse in it, and he told me that if I jumped onto its back it would run around the field. I did so and it took off like a rocket, with me clinging on for dear life as it galloped towards the barbed wire.’ On another occasion, ‘Rodney had bought a new Rover, so Nick and I sneaked into the garage and got into it. Nick was showing off all the features, and without me knowing he heated up the cigarette lighter, then told me to touch it, so of course I burned my finger. Rather a mean joke!’


Nick sometimes saw his cousins Grania (‘Gogs’), Lois (‘Losa’) and Virginia (‘Gingey’), the daughters of his aunt Gwladys. Grania and Lois were a generation older than Nick and didn’t know him well, but their half-sister Virginia was much closer in age and occasionally came to stay at Far Leys, where she found him excellent and intrepid company.


Once we’d been climbing out of windows and he got stuck on a ledge fairly high up. He told me to go and get help, but I was so afraid to admit that we’d been doing something naughty that he’d been up there for ages when I finally told them.


Above all, his cousins remember the Drakes’ gaiety. Nick was quick to laugh – as Molly put it, ‘He had a very great sense of humour, he was a great laugher.’16 Of course, his youthful sense of humour was not sophisticated. ‘Once he and I went to the village telephone box, which had a directory in it,’ says Virginia. ‘We looked up all the people we could find whose surname had “bottom” in them and tried to call them. We thought it was the funniest thing in the world, we killed ourselves laughing.’


In the main, however, Nick’s wry, ironic sense of humour took after his father’s gentle sense of the absurd. ‘Rodney was very funny,’ says Virginia. ‘We used to go on a family Christmas outing to Bertram Mills Circus at Olympia in London, and he would lead the way through the crowd, holding his umbrella over his head with his bowler hat on top of it. I remember that more than the circus.’ Gabrielle confirms that ‘Nick didn’t do rollicking humour, and nor did my dad’. As Virginia puts it: ‘Nick had a hoarse little chuckle, low-key but infectious. The family jokes would always bring that out. I can hear it now.’


Nick’s self-effacement stood in contrast to his sister, who knew from the age of eight that she wanted to be an actress. His own stage debut came as a rat in a school production of The Pied Piper of Hamelin, but his talent was better deployed aged seven in late 1955, when he was cast as Ralph Rackstraw in Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore, performed in the Memorial Hall in Henley. ‘He was the romantic lead, which he railed against mightily,’ says Gabrielle. ‘He had this beautiful soprano voice (obviously why he was chosen) but had great difficulty taking large enough breaths to sing whole phrases. This was what I remember him and Mum struggling with!’ 


By the mid-1950s the Drakes were firmly established in the area and Wolseley was steadily growing under Rodney’s leadership. In 1958 he secured its long-term future by merging it with the Hughes Cushion Tyre Company (headed by his friend and neighbour Cyril Hughes) to create Wolseley-Hughes. ‘He was fantastic at managing people – calm, diplomatic, friendly,’ reflects Guy Norton. 


As his obituary stated many years later, ‘Rodney Drake combined, to a most unusual degree, exceptional skill in all aspects of mechanical engineering with a high order of administrative ability and financial acumen.’17 This was borne out by his becoming a council member of the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce (a post he held for fifteen years) and chairman of the Midland branch of the Institute of British Agricultural Engineers. 


He was no workaholic, though. As the effects of the war receded and rationing ended, the Drakes benefited from the economic boom. In particular, summer family holidays were sacrosanct. They visited Ireland, France, Germany, Spain, Holland and Italy, as well as spots around the UK such as Guernsey and Scotland. In August 1956, for example, they drove to the west coast of France. ‘Nick and I made up a lovely new game called water volley,’ wrote Gabrielle in her journal. ‘One person had his or her back to the waves and sometimes a wave took you by surprise and knocked you over … Then Nick saw masses of crabs and started screaming, so Mum had to come and fetch him.’ 


The Drakes kept in touch with a variety of so-called Old Burma Hands, as well as hosting tennis parties on their lawn or visiting local friends. ‘Our mothers did French classes together and became good friends,’ says Jeremy Harmer.


My first recollection of Nicky (as he was called then) and Gabrielle is them coming to play tennis and have a dip in our little stand-up pool. Molly was sweet and kind, with a beautiful smile and speaking voice, and Rodney simply seemed the perfect gentleman. They appeared to inhabit a wonderfully leafy, enclosed world.
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Recognised As Efficient


HURST HOUSE HAD been an idyllic introduction to school life, but Rodney and Molly were determined to give Gabrielle and Nick what they considered the best education possible, which meant moving on to boarding school. Aged twelve, Gabrielle had gone to her mother’s austere alma mater, Wycombe Abbey, some eighty miles away in High Wycombe, and in early May 1957 it was the eight-year-old Nick’s turn to be sent away. 


His parents decided against the local Arden House (where many of his Hurst House contemporaries, including Dave Lodder, were headed) and settled on Eagle House in Sandhurst, Berkshire, whose skimpy magazine, The Eagle, boasted at the time that among its alumni, ‘holders of many important posts and distinctions are represented’.


It did not reflect emotional coldness on his parents’ part. It was simply the convention for boys of their background, and means, to go to preparatory (‘prep’) school until the age of thirteen, ‘public’ school until eighteen, and then to university (which really meant Oxford or Cambridge) if they were up to it. Uprooting Nick from his happy home for months at a time was collateral damage that had to be borne (at a cost of eight guineas a week) to maximise his chance of fulfilling his potential, becoming as rounded an individual as possible, and ultimately working as a doctor, a lawyer, an engineer, a soldier, a diplomat or any of the other respectable callings typical in his family circle. 


Eagle House was a feeder for Wellington College, the tough, military-oriented public school next door, and therefore placed strong emphasis on discipline. The school was small, with ninety-five boys overseen by eight masters and one mistress, but occupied a twenty-acre site that allowed for plenty of outdoor activity.


According to its prospectus, 


As character-training must play such a large part in true education, we endeavour to teach them to be well-disciplined, good-mannered and public-spirited in their outlook. We hope too that the chapel services, which are designed to appeal to boys of that age, will help them to acquire a firm Christian basis to their lives. At the same time, it is our duty to train the boys to put their talents – intellectual, physical and cultural – to the best possible use … We try to prepare boys for a full life and to teach them to stand on their own feet, whilst at the same time preserving a friendly, homely atmosphere.


Talk of a ‘homely atmosphere’ was carefully calibrated for parents like Rodney and Molly, as access to their sons was strictly limited. ‘Boys are allowed out three times a term, on Sundays, from 11.45 a.m. to 6.15 p.m. … There is no special half-term, but parents are invited to the Christmas entertainment and the sports finals at the end of the Michaelmas and Summer terms.’ A good deal of trust was involved in handing Nick over, but (as the prospectus proudly concluded): ‘The school is recognised as efficient by the Ministry of Education.’ 


Wearing his uniform of a blazer, blue pullover, grey flannel shirt with red tie and blue corduroy shorts, Nick was driven the hundred miles to Eagle House for the start of the Summer term.fn1 ‘On the drive up to the main building were two leering stone eagles, which clearly communicated “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here” to me,’ recalls his contemporary and friend Chris Cobley. The foreboding atmosphere was exacerbated by the school’s proximity to Broadmoor, Britain’s best-known high-security psychiatric hospital, whose eerie siren was tested every Monday morning. 


The school’s pipe-smoking Headmaster (and proprietor) Paul Wootton greeted the Drakes in the entrance hall, where big-game trophies hung alongside pictures of the Queen and Winston Churchill. Having said goodbye to his parents, Nick was shown to his dormitory and began his new life. The regime was basic by modern standards. ‘Pastoral care was non-existent,’ says Chris. 


It was a harsh environment from the moment we woke up every day, shortly before seven. We chucked on a dressing gown and trooped down to a cold changing room, where we stood naked in shivering lines by a freezing shower. Every three seconds a master clapped his hands, one little boy got out and the next went under.


No one was permitted to leave the dining room before finishing their (by general consensus revolting) food; one boy remembers being forced to eat a rotten egg and promptly vomiting. ‘We were not well-fed and were permanently cold,’ says Chris. ‘We sat on radiators to warm up, so we all had chilblains and chapped knees, as we wore shorts all year round. There wasn’t a culture of bullying, but a lot of teasing went on.’ 


As another of Nick’s contemporaries, Hugh Dunford Wood, puts it:


It was probably a regular prep school for those days. You quickly developed a carapace and had two characters – home and school. A sense of humour got you through an awful lot. The atmosphere was very much that you kept your head down and assimilated whatever happened to you.


Nick swiftly adapted. ‘He was a very strong character at school, they always said in the reports we got,’ his father said.1 


‘I am well pleased with the way in which he is shaping,’ Mr Wootton wrote to Molly and Rodney on 15 May.


We have put him in our bottom form but one, with two other new boys … I am most impressed by his general manner and demeanour and I feel confident that whatever his attainments, he will at least be a most popular member of the school. I do hope you hear cheerfully from him.


Gabrielle does not remember her brother being homesick, and the letters he sent home suggest he was happy, though he perhaps wrote them under a degree of scrutiny. A typical example, written on 30 June 1957, shortly after he’d turned nine, ran exactly as follows:


Thank you for sending my watch it is very useful. In chapel this morning it was so hot that a boy fainted and he looked rather funny because you see he is in the chior and he looked like a tin soldier falling out of the chior stalls because he was so stiff. Last night it was so hot that we were aloud to take all are blankets off including are sheets and we wern’t really soposed to but our dorms second let us take are pyjamas tops of. It has been very hot latley. Just now a boy has split a bottle of ink. Well I must go now because I have got to rite to granny. Love from Nicky.


The school took its academic obligations seriously, though Hugh remembers: ‘There were some oddballs on the staff, leftovers from the war who didn’t know what to do with themselves. They certainly didn’t need a teaching qualification – just to be able to chuck a cricket ball and stay one chapter ahead of the boys in lessons.’ Corporal punishment was unquestioned – Mr Wootton meted it out with a Jokari paddle – and the staff could be intimidating. Chris says: ‘Mr Huxtable, who became the deputy head, was terrifying, and Mr Ash literally ground his teeth when he was angry. “Butch” Keating, the maths teacher, used to chuck the board-duster at people, which was pretty dangerous, but we took it in good part.’ 


Although the world of the school was fundamentally odd, especially in comparison to Far Leys and Hurst House, Nick muddled along. ‘He wasn’t exactly what you’d call gregarious, he didn’t make friends with everybody, but he had a few friends and they were very good friends,’ said his mother.2 ‘Our relationships were close,’ Chris confirms, ‘as we spent all our time together. In some ways we were closer than siblings – but we barely knew each other’s first names, and certainly wouldn’t have called each other by them. Everyone used surnames.’


None of Nick’s contemporaries recalls him with anything but fondness. Oliver Stapleton says he was ‘a straightforward person, tall, gangly and quiet’. For Chris he was ‘graceful, unusually beautiful and slightly whimsical, with a daydreamy quality’, while Hugh calls him ‘sweet and shy – but suave. He was handsome and seemed bright and quietly confident, as well as being good at games. He was a golden boy, I wanted to be like him one day.’


Indeed, his quiet confidence soon began to pay dividends. Alongside academic achievement, music, sport and drama were valued at Eagle House, and he acquitted himself well at all of them without ever pushing himself forward. At the end of his first year he was awarded the cup for ‘General Efficiency’. Chris Cobley won it another year and explains: ‘It was for boys who kept their heads down and got on with life (and perhaps were fools enough to put their hands up and volunteer for things).’ 


In Nick’s spare time he could read or participate in art, carpentry, gardening and other activities. Messing around outside also formed a major part of daily life. ‘In break time we would play with our Dinky toys (which were almost all of a military sort) at “Dinky Base”, a group of Scotch pines amongst whose roots generations of children had dug tunnels and made dens,’ says Chris. Legend had it that an enormous rock in the grounds concealed the entrance to a secret passage, and much time was devoted to seeking it. Ian Fleming’s James Bond books were banned, so the boys buried a few in a tin in the woods and occasionally exhumed them in search of racy passages. They also invented their own blend of hockey and golf, which they called ‘holf’.


The main sports were rugby (Michaelmas), hockey (Lent) and cricket (Summer), at all of which Nick did well, consistently playing for the school. Tall for his age, he was marked out as a promising runner in his first year’s edition of The Eagle and praised as an outstanding athlete the following year (‘Drake ran in the senior division in spite of his being under age’). In the summer of 1959, when he was ten, he played cricket for the Second XI, but it was not a game for which he ever had much enthusiasm.


He fared better in rugby: in its coverage of the 1960 season, The Eagle referred to ‘Drake’s length of stride’ and ‘some thrilling running’, as a result of which he was awarded another cup. Boxing was compulsory and Nick did well enough at it, though he didn’t enjoy it. He also swam strongly and shot on the school’s range; these activities were overseen by Sergeant Pye, a stickler who packed miscreants off to run around the grounds with their arms above their heads.


Nick was in the choir, and piano playing became more important to him as the 1950s progressed. ‘We plugged on, and then he went to school and had some proper lessons,’ his mother said. ‘And it was one of the proudest days of my life when he said to me: “Oh, Mum, I’m glad you made me go on, because now it’s my favourite thing.”’3 At Eagle House he was taught by a Mr Bean, and the ability to read music would stand him in good stead in years to come, though he never took grade exams. Gabrielle remembers him being keen on the hugely popular pianist Russ Conway, and aged eleven he wrote home to announce that ‘Stapleton is being nice this term and we have good fun playing the piano. We have decided to go into the business when we grow up (in music)!’fn2


They were perhaps inspired by the example of their fifty-one-year-old French master, John Watson, a hobbyist songwriter whose outmoded composition ‘Looking High, High High’ (echoing the school’s motto, ‘Sublimiora Petamus’: ‘Let us seek higher things’) came second in the 1960 Eurovision Song Contest.fn3 Eagle House did not encourage enthusiasm for popular music, but permitted the boys to watch the British heats on the BBC that February, much to their excitement. 


Pop was certainly not frowned upon at Far Leys: although Rodney and Molly were by nature conservative, they were by no means reactionary. Nick was starting to develop critical faculties and kept a log (‘My Gramophone Records’, with a family of ducks on its cover) of his growing collection. His grudging entries in the ‘Remarks’ column ranged from Ray Charles’s ‘Don’t Let the Sun Catch You Cryin’’ (‘Can’t remember’), Johnny Restivo’s ‘Dear Someone’ (‘Utterly pointless’), Sammy Turner’s ‘I’d Be a Fool Again’ (‘You already are!’) and Johnny Shanly’s ‘Makin’ Love to You’ (‘Soppy and utterly wet’), to Floyd Robinson’s ‘Tattletale’ (‘Not Bad’) and Neil Sedaka’s ‘Forty Winks Away’ (‘Quite good’). 


As for classical music, he felt that Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf – a school production of which he had recently appeared in – had a ‘Good Story’ and Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Gondoliers had ‘Very good tunes’. His highest praise, however, was reserved for his mother’s home recordings. Under ‘Title of Piece’, for ‘M. Drake’ he wrote ‘There are Lots of them’, and his critique read: ‘Very good indeed’. 


Nick wasn’t writing songs but he had started to devise his own pieces on the piano and occasionally made recordings of himself. On one occasion he solemnly announced that he would now play Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, paused the tape, put on a record of it by Wilhelm Kempf, then resumed the recording. It was a solid gag – but involved wiping a precious poetry recital by his sister. 


Despite Rodney’s fondness for machinery, the family had no television until 1961, though Nick had plenty of other things to do when at home. Reading and music-making were the two main standbys, but he frequently saw friends and was closely involved in building a go-kart with his father. Over Christmas 1960 he went skiing for the first time, staying with his family in a hotel in Little Klosters, and towards the end of the holiday he began to keep a staccato diary that gives a vivid insight into his life aged twelve and a half: 


Mucked about in garden … Gay went to dance. Me too young – swiz … Have to go to dentist … In afternoon saw Man in the Moon in cinema. Kenneth More v. good … Went to pantomime – Sleeping Beauty. Rather wet first half, quite good second half … Went to Oxford to see Charley’s Aunt. V. good … Went to church in morning. To Leamington in afternoon to see Meemafn4. Mucked about with tape recorder, recorded a few things … Went skating in the morning … Composed music in afternoon … Went round to Hughes to watch tele [sic]. Saw Lassie.


Short though it is, the diary strikes no note of discord in his happy, conventional existence. Peter Carey, whose parents were also Old Burma Hands, was the same age and stayed at Far Leys on several occasions. 


I registered his quiet and gentle character, but the overwhelming memory I have is a feeling of intense childhood jealousy, because he was living at an altogether more stratospheric level in terms of clothes, lifestyle and possessions. I looked enviously at his designer jeans and suede shoes, contrasting them with my much less modish appearance.


Nick’s family knew all too well how particular he was about his appearance. He was short-sighted and had to be fitted for glasses whilst at Eagle House, but always disliked wearing them or being photographed in them, and wanted his hair to be just the right length. ‘He was frightfully keen on everything being exactly the way he wanted it to be,’ recalled Molly.4 ‘I’ll never forget the time we went to buy him a pair of bedroom slippers. We went to about fifteen shops until we found exactly the ones he’d got in mind. I think he was very meticulous, and he got what he wanted.’


His final year at Eagle House began on 16 January 1961. 


Got up. 7 o’clock seemed awful … Have stinking cold … Sausages for breakfast … Tuck … 50 mins maths prep … Naval officer for lecture and two films of Navy … Thunderstorm … Had v. bad nightmare about hook-nosed man … Rained. No hockey. Swiz … Saw film called Crimson Pirate … Choir practice. Hope voice will break.


In keeping with most childhood diaries, the entries became increasingly sparse before ceasing altogether as of 2 February. 


Nick’s personality was coming into focus as he approached his teens. He was neither rebellious nor sanctimonious and was naturally able at a variety of things. He tended to keep his own counsel, however, and came across as passive. Over the course of his Eagle House career he won all the school sprinting titles in the junior, middle and senior sections, as well as being its champion hurdler, yet never gave the impression of much caring. As his final rugby report stated, ‘What he lacked was an aggressive spirit’ (though his imperfect vision may have been partly responsible).


His classroom performance was solid and undistinguished, with his silence being noted. ‘A steady and workmanlike term,’ commented his English teacher that year. ‘He is unimaginative but does produce intelligent essays.’ His History was deemed ‘Satisfactory, but he is still “dumb” in class’. Nick’s friends also found him quiet, though he was well-liked. ‘Nick was always affable,’ says Hugh Dickens, whose parents lived abroad. ‘My mother died in 1960 and he was very kind to me about it all.’ 


Nick Stewart began at Eagle House in 1961 and was given the next-door peg to him in the changing room.fn5 


At that age four years is a gulf, so I was probably an aggravating little tick to him, but he wasn’t condescending. He had a calm, quiet authority about him, as well as a winning smile. He was on the rugby team and the hockey team and was good at athletics, but he wasn’t blustering or chest-thumping. He seemed a nice, well-grounded boy.


As well as having his decency and sporting and musical abilities recognised, Nick had come to be perceived as authoritative and responsible. ‘He didn’t really like responsibility and so on, but he always got shoved into it,’ according to his father.5 


He didn’t push himself [forward] at all, but he liked doing things well, there’s no doubt about that. In the early days he tried very hard – in fact he always did try hard, old Nick. He didn’t really like being in charge of things and organising things – but if he did anything he liked to do it well.


To his surprise and without aspiring to it, he was appointed Head Boy for his final term, Michaelmas 1961. ‘He didn’t seem energetic or proactive, he seemed to drift through life,’ remembers Chris Cobley. ‘I suspect he looked like the ideal advertisement for the school and would have impressed prospective parents.’


His letters home continued to indicate a cheerful engagement with all the school had to offer. Though Eagle House – like all prep schools of its time – did not provide its charges with easy lines of emotional communication to adults, there is no evidence to suggest he was ever bullied or abused.


His father felt that ‘When Nick was dissatisfied with something, you could tell immediately’,6 and Gabrielle says: ‘I really don’t remember Nick being unhappy there – our parents often took us out for weekends together, and surely if he had been in distress it would have manifested itself in some way.’ For Oliver Stapleton, ‘Eagle House certainly wasn’t a torture chamber, and I don’t remember Nick being cold or hungry or miserable there. I seem to remember that he enjoyed it. I didn’t have any inkling of him having problems, anyway.’ 


Having passed his Common Entrance exams, Nick was given a place at his father’s alma mater, Marlborough College. In December he took the lead role (‘Jack Pincher, of Scotland Yard’) in The Crimson Cocoanut, a 1913 farce by ‘Ian Hay’ (John Hay Beith) concerning an anarchist plot to blow up the Bank of England. On that high note – seemingly the last acting role he ever undertook – he departed Eagle House, donating a cup for ‘Standard Sports’ as a parting gift. ‘Scholastically it has been a relatively uneventful year,’ the school magazine delicately stated, their sole award being the second scholarship to Felsted. None of Nick’s contemporaries went on to Marlborough with him, and he never saw or communicated with any of them again. 


In his final, mildly hyperbolic Headmaster’s report, Paul Wootton described Nick as ‘a splendidly keen, hard-working and reliable boy’:


These are attributes which have enabled him to make a first-class job of the office of Head Boy and which will ensure his future success. He has had a splendid career here in every way and has every reason for facing the future with confidence. Quite apart from his accomplishments he is a delightfully natured boy who leaves many friends behind him and will assuredly make many more in the future.


Nick had certainly had an objectively successful career at Eagle House, but he didn’t make a strong personal impression on his teachers or schoolmates. Asked to recall him twenty-five years later, Wootton could only write: ‘As regards music, I only remember him for his fine voice as a leading member of our chapel choir. Athletics was a sphere in which he was outstanding, in the course of what was (apparently) a very happy and normal career at the school.’7


‘I don’t recall him being artistic or musical,’ says Nick Stewart. ‘If you’d asked me at the time to guess which boy would go on to become an introspective folk singer, he would have been the last person I’d have named. He was a really decent fellow and destined for success, but I would have assumed he’d end up achieving something more conventional.’
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A Rather Dreamy, Artistic Type Of Boy


IN THE RUN-UP to Christmas 1961 the Drakes and the Lodders decided that their respective sons should learn ballroom dancing – as good a way to keep them out of mischief as any. ‘The instructress was called Mrs Pritchard,’ says Dave. ‘She held classes in Tanworth village hall, but Nick and I had private lessons. The trouble was, she quite obviously only wanted to dance with him. He was effortlessly good at everything.’


Perhaps in response to the many years they had spent out East, Rodney and Molly always strove to make Christmas at Far Leys special. A tree appeared in the drawing room, the house was hung with holly and mistletoe, and there were outings to the pantomime in Birmingham and the circus in London. On Christmas Eve the village choir sang carols in the hall in front of local guests, whose children sat on the stairs, as a prelude to drinks before the late service in St Mary’s. 


Molly’s widowed mother, Lady Lloyd, would be present and correct, visiting from Oxford. ‘She was long a widow and lived frugally on a small pension from the ICS,’ says Gabrielle. ‘She was a formidable example of the women of the British Raj, both incredibly difficult and deeply generous. She wrote tough letters in every direction if she spotted what she thought to be an infraction of The Rules.’ Also present were her and Nick’s aunt and uncle, Nancy and Chris McDowall. ‘They couldn’t have children of their own, but were very close to us. Nancy and Chris played violin and piano respectively, so they’d spend happy hours with Nick in the music room, occasionally recording their efforts as a trio.’ 


Nick was given another diary for Christmas, and began to write in it on New Year’s Day, 1962. 


Snow very powdery … Wrote thank-you letters till lunch … Dave called in and asked me to stay the night … Fed hens … Went tobogganing … Helped Naw with beds … Cleared ice away from drains … Went to oculist – new glasses necessary … Went to Solihull cinema, saw Breakfast at Tiffany’s … Went to drinks with Chatwins … Worked on go-kart … Got Gay up and went for a bicycle ride with her … Went to ice rink … Went to Meema’s for tea – saw Bronco on TV and she gave me £1 … Went 20 mph up Bates Lane on my bike … Went to Stratford for a haircut – too short … Mucked about with airgun … Went up to village on bike and bought sweets at Tibbles.


These quintessential schoolboy pursuits marked the end of one phase of his life. On Friday, 19 January, his parents drove him ninety miles south to Marlborough College, just off the centre of the Wiltshire market town from which it took its name. Founded in 1843, it sits beside an ancient hill named the Mound, and centres on ‘Court’, a large yard surrounded by buildings, akin to an Oxbridge college. The school does not have an enclosed campus, meaning that many of its buildings are integrated with the town, and a busy main road runs through it. It was long established as one of the country’s leading independent schools, and Nick had the security of knowing his father had enjoyed his time there.fn1 Its profile wasn’t grand or aristocratic, with most pupils drawn from families similar to Nick’s, and it was well run and academically demanding without sacrificing a broader sense of education.


Nick arrived alongside around 160 other nervous thirteen-year-olds from all over the country. At a time when many public schools were old-fashioned, it was their good fortune that a progressive Headmaster, John Dancy, had taken over the previous year. Nick therefore found himself in an environment whose ethos was broadly sympathetic to modern adolescence, rather than in conflict with it. 


‘Nick and I started at exactly the same time,’ says Colin Tillie. ‘I first saw him in the school outfitters, where our mothers were buying us jockstraps while we stood around in acute embarrassment. We established that we were going into the same Junior House, and went on there together.’ The house in question was Barton Hill, where around forty boys spent their first eighteen months. Their Housemaster was ‘Tubby’ Middleton, a well-liked maths teacher, and the intention was to provide them with a soft landing, away from older boys. 


Life at the bottom of the school was far from luxurious, though. ‘We slept in an impersonal dormitory – no posters or anything like that,’ continues Colin. ‘There were no bathtubs – to wash you took an iron basin and filled it from a tap, which might be lukewarm if you were lucky. The loos were outside, and very basic – a whole row of cubicles with no doors.’ In winter the younger boys were tasked with breaking the ice on them for the Seniors.


‘When you left, I found myself rather bewildered, and went up to the library and read,’ Nick wrote home on his first Sunday.


Then Mr Middleton called all the new boys into the library to talk to them. He’s very friendly and nice and the first thing he said was, ‘Your parents pay a hell of a lot for you to come here, so for God’s sake enjoy yourselves!’, which was, I thought, a very good piece of advice.


As at Eagle House, he quickly assimilated this daunting new environment. His diary recorded (before petering out the following week): 


Middleton showed us around … Went to my form room, copied down timetable, unpacked trunk, read in library, went to be weighed … Had choir practice … Learnt to slide down banisters during Lower Chapel … Played billiards … Played hockey … Had first piano lesson … Laid tables as orderly … Went for a bike ride … Mucked around by stream … During evening chapel played ping-pong and won … Didn’t do very well in German dictation.


‘He’s a very quiet boy, but I think he’s settled in easily enough; he never appears to be unhappy,’ Mr Middleton wrote to the Drakes. This is borne out by the letters Nick sent them at the start of his Marlborough career.fn2 Their content is quotidian – they discuss matches and cake, or request money or items of games kit he’d omitted to pack – and their tone is jaunty and affectionate, in emulation of his father’s manner.


His self-contained yet amiable persona stood him in good stead. ‘Marlborough was austere,’ continues Colin. ‘It was tricky if you were a shrinking violet, but whilst Nick wasn’t an extrovert, he didn’t come across as shy.’ He soon made friends. Simon Crocker’s first impression was of a ‘tall, very gentle guy who smiled a lot, a guy who seemed to be enjoying himself’.1 Chris Rudkin was even taller and says, ‘We were kindred spirits from the start, slightly on the edge of things, and I think we recognised a certain fragility in each other. I knew I could confide in him completely and safely. He was a great listener and offered support when I was feeling fragile.’ 


Upon arrival all newcomers were given an IQ test, and Nick’s was measured at 116. ‘A score of 116 or more is considered above average,’ the school explained to his parents. ‘A score of 130 or higher signals a high IQ.’ He was no scholar but was regarded as having academic promise and put into the Remove, a stream reserved for the more able boys. 


Simon says Nick ‘didn’t come across as especially bright or intellectually curious. Like most of us, he got by without being obviously ambitious in any direction.’ Chris, however, feels that ‘He was academically bright, and certainly left me way behind. He could catch on to ideas quickly and was definitely a reader.’ In his first few weeks his teachers suspected he was maintaining a sensibly low profile, but they came to be frustrated by his taciturnity. As at Eagle House, his reports consistently described his classroom manner as ‘quiet’, ‘reserved’, ‘reticent’ and ‘withdrawn’. 


Despite Nick’s reserve, once Mr Middleton had got to know his new charges he appointed him Head of House at Barton Hill. ‘When he went to Marlborough he said, “Well, thank goodness, anyway, I shall have no responsibility when I first get there” – but of course the first thing that happened was he was made Head Boy of his Junior House, so there he was with responsibility all over again, which he didn’t want!’ said Molly.2 Nonetheless, Mr Middleton reported that he ‘did the job with commendable patience and good sense, managing to get his own way without fuss or friction. He has a quiet but nonetheless strong personality.’ 


He remained good at games, but music was where he made the strongest initial impression on his peers. ‘There was a piano in Barton Hill and it was obvious straight away that he was very musical,’ says Chris, while Simon adds: ‘He would easily pick out tunes we’d all heard on the radio. He clearly had an ear for music even aged thirteen.’ He continued to take piano lessons, but perfecting classical pieces was never his passion. ‘I’m taken by a lady called Mrs Howe,’ he wrote home on 29 January. ‘She’s not a bad old girl and reminds me a bit of Granny. The only trouble is that she talks all the while I’m playing and makes it rather difficult to concentrate.’ She was cautiously impressed by him, reporting at the end of term: ‘He is musical and shows keen interest. I think he has it in him to become quite a competent performer.’


As well as joining the choir (his voice still being an unbroken treble) he took up the clarinet. ‘In our first term we could have free music lessons, to help us find the right instrument,’ explains Simon. ‘I started learning the clarinet but didn’t make much progress. Nick picked it up one day and effortlessly played it ten times better than I could. I actually found it quite annoying.’ 


Their teacher was the eccentric Ted Dowse, known to the boys as ‘Eddie’, who had a profound impact on Nick’s musical development. Robert Peel, head of Marlborough’s Wind Department, described him as ‘never one to dress even presentably’ and ‘the friend and confessor to generations of Marlburians in his apparently chaotic teaching room’.3 With his encouragement Nick joined the wind orchestra, known as ‘Brasser’, and the Dance Band, which specialised in old standards. 


It was compulsory to join the cadet corps, and Nick was not slow to realise that playing in its band was preferable to square-bashing. Chris says that a ‘favourite trick of Nick’s was to play around with the rhythms’. His sense of humour wasn’t immediately apparent, but his peer group was coming to regard him as droll.


In the summer of 1962, just a few months after starting at Marlborough and still aged thirteen, he sat his first two public examinations: O-levels in French and Latin. Results were only recorded as pass/fail and he passed both, but French was never his forte. He had a chance to improve it in August, when his family went to the South of France with their old friends the Careys. Peter had recently turned fourteen too, but found it hard to establish a rapport with Nick. 


One occasion sticks in his mind: 


We had gone to one of our favourite beaches, at Brégançon – an achingly beautiful setting, with golden sand and rocky pine-covered promontories sliding into the warm indigo of the Mediterranean. It was a picnic atmosphere but Nick was not into the scenery or the sea or the family gathering. Instead, there was an otherness about him. For almost the entire time we sat together he had his knees pulled up and his head resting on them. He was there but not there at the same time. It was as though one were sitting next to a black hole.


Nick spent the following Easter on a French exchange with Dominique Saint-André Perrin (to whose family Gabrielle had recently been an au pair). Parisian youth culture initially intimidated him, as he informed his parents: ‘I was carted off to meet a whole lot of creeps. Everybody looked at least twenty and I felt rather out of place. They’re now dancing away in the drawing room. I was very relieved to get away and write this letter.’ 


He soon revised his opinion of the ‘creeps’ and had an early taste of the sort of evening he would come to enjoy: 


We went to an Alfred Hitchcock thriller, which was very good indeed. After it we went along to a café and had a drink and I had a very interesting talk with a chap about jazz. We left at about 1.45 a.m. and they strolled off down some side street, shouting and laughing … It turned out that we were at one of their flats. We stayed there until about 3.15 a.m. It wasn’t too bad, as they had some good records. Somehow word got round that I played the piano so I was forced to play it in the drawing room. Eventually we took a taxi home and I got into bed at about 4 a.m.


Dominique’s family also had a place in Veauchette, five hours’ drive south. There Nick rode (‘My horse, which was very big, galloped off at the most horrifying pace. How I managed to stay on I can’t imagine’), shot at pigeons (‘we didn’t kill any’) and became adept at the esoteric practice of ‘putting chickens to sleep … You tuck its head under its wing and sway it from side to side. Soon it drops off into a deep sleep and you leave it on the ground.’


Shortly after he returned home, Rodney’s mother – Nick and Gabrielle’s beloved Meema – died in a care home in Leamington following a fall. She was ninety-one.fn3 As well as mourning her, in the summer of 1963 Nick had another six O-levels looming. ‘I was at Oxford and Nick was having difficulty with maths, so I offered to tutor him,’ says Guy Norton. ‘I suppose we did ten or so sessions. He was delightful – eager to learn and easy to teach and get along with. We formed a friendly bond.’ 


Boosted by the effervescent Guy, Nick managed to pass the dreaded Elementary Maths, as well as English Language, English Literature, History, and – to his astonishment – German, failing only Physics with Chemistry. Having tasted independence on his French exchange, he set about planning a summer cycling holiday around Cornwall with his old pal Dave Lodder (who was at another public school, Uppingham, in Rutland). It was an early indication of his wanderlust and desire to be independent – though ultimately Dave went without Nick, who had Dominique to entertain at Far Leys. 


Before the new academic year Nick bade a sad farewell to his much-loved Nan, who was returning to Burma for good.fn4 There was change at Marlborough too – in September he joined his Senior House, C1, where he was to spend his remaining three years. Despite its utilitarian name, C1 is a handsome red-brick building that dominates Court, the centre of the College, and was the original building when it was founded. Its conditions were basic but it had the great benefit of Dennis Silk as its Housemaster. 


Nicknamed ‘Den’ by boys and parents alike, Mr Silk took over at the same time Nick joined. Aged thirty-one, he was a newlywed and young for the position, giving him a better understanding of modern teenagers than his older colleagues. A committed Christian, he taught English and was a close friend of Siegfried Sassoon, but was more sportsman than scholar. Although Nick didn’t always take him seriously, Mr Silk had his measure and always fought his corner, describing him at the time as ‘essentially a rather dreamy, artistic type of boy’.4 ‘Den was a wonderful people person who took a lot of trouble with us all,’ as Colin Tillie puts it.


Marlborough grouped subjects into so-called sides, and Nick was placed on the ‘History side’. ‘The cool guys tended to do the History side, which meant History, English and maybe French,’ says his contemporary Michael Hodge. ‘There wasn’t anything like the choice you have now for subjects.’ After some discussion, and despite Nick’s lacklustre classroom performance to date, he was placed in the History Fifth, a stream reserved for promising boys. This opened up the possibility of applying to Oxford or Cambridge, a notion that his mother was (in Gabrielle’s words) ‘tremendously keen on’, in part because her adored father had gone to Cambridge. 


Now that Nick was no longer a Junior, he was expected to take more responsibility – for his timetable, his prep, his possessions, his behaviour. Despite his Housemaster’s best efforts, at first he found the adjustment uncomfortable, both socially and academically. Mr Silk summarised the boys’ daily routine as ‘work, work, games, prep, house prayers, more prep, bed. We bored them silly!’5 Inevitably, he soon settled in, though he was in the midst of puberty and adolescence. Over the autumn of 1963 he underwent a growth spurt, reaching a full height of six-foot-two. According to his sister, ‘Nick suddenly shot up, growing several inches in one term. At that point he turned more into himself – everyone thought he had “outgrown his strength”.’


‘Nick and I became friends in House Classroom, where we went to do our prep and muck about before we had our own studies,’ says Andy Murison. 


I always thought he was bright, but he had an ethereal, distracted air. Other than his enjoyment of music he showed no evidence of energy at all, but nor did he ever seem down in the dumps. I don’t think he ever started a conversation, but he was perfectly engaged when others did. We’d talk about objective subjects and he’d give his logical judgement, but he wouldn’t talk about his feelings. He didn’t say much but was charming and mysterious.


‘He was a taciturn, reserved chap, friendly enough, but always kept something back, so he wasn’t easy to get close to,’ confirms Mick Way, a talented pianist who shared Nick’s love of music. ‘He was popular but always slightly on the edge of everything. I certainly never saw him roar with laughter – he might make a sardonic remark, but he wasn’t sarcastic. You were never quite sure what he was thinking.’ 


Nick was a natural sportsman, unusually long-legged as well as co-ordinated and graceful. He enjoyed hockey, and his Housemaster hoped he might eventually play on the rugby First XV for two years instead of the customary one, but he was ambivalent about games and never developed an interest in them as a fan. Part of the reason was an instinctive dislike of camaraderie, but the main problem was his short-sightedness, about which he was self-conscious and secretive. 


Music was becoming his main priority, though he was losing enthusiasm for piano lessons. ‘I’ve got the same old cow teaching me as I had before,’ he griped to his parents on 13 October. ‘She’s hurriedly put me onto the most lifeless piece that ever survived and stamped out any enthusiasm that I had.’ Beatlemania had recently erupted, partly accounting for his diminished enthusiasm. ‘All the music teachers were longing for him to be a player in the orchestra and Nick didn’t want to disappoint them, but he was obviously gripped by the new music,’ as Mr Silk later put it.6 


Unsurprisingly, several of Nick’s friends wanted to play ‘the new music’ themselves. ‘Marlborough wasn’t obstructive towards people who wanted to form bands,’ says Dave Wright. ‘I joined one called Les Blousons Noirs (we wore black clothes), playing Dave Clark covers and so on, not very well.’ Nick, however, did not rush to join one, though spots in them often became available. In fact, he didn’t appear to be engaged with the wider life of the school at all. ‘I don’t ever remember Nick contributing to the school magazine or being in a play or anything else,’ says Simon Crocker. ‘He never pushed himself forward. He wanted to be in the background.’ 


‘There is evidence of an all-round lack of drive, almost of sleepiness,’ Mr Silk told the Drakes at the end of the year. ‘In class he needs to adopt a more dynamic approach, joining in discussions and volunteering answers much more readily. He has a reasonably good mind, but at present it is not being over-taxed.’ At Easter 1964, however, he found Nick’s demeanour more distant than ever. ‘I can’t remember him offering of his own volition a single contribution to a discussion,’ he sighed. ‘His essays are thin and dull and the remedy will take some implementing. He reads happily enough but does not appear to acquire any views.’ This tendency towards passivity appeared to be gaining primacy just when he was expected to start showing signs of drive towards admission to Oxford or Cambridge. 


By contrast, Ted Dowse stated that he had ‘shown great interest and made very good progress indeed’ on the clarinet. Nick’s musical interests expanded over the course of 1964, with the US folk revival offering special stimulus. ‘Nick and I were both mad about music, but I was more interested in the Top Twenty and he had more sophisticated tastes – he liked jazz and was an early Bob Dylan enthusiast,’ says Dave Wright. Several of Nick’s contemporaries credit the esoteric Jeremy Mason, a self-described ‘poseur’ at the time, as the first of their number to pick up on Dylan. By his account, however, ‘Nick listened to modern American jazz, R&B, Delta blues, Odetta, Dylan … He broadened my musical horizons, there’s no doubt about it.’ 


In keeping with his enthusiasm for modern jazz, Nick’s interest in the clarinet waned. Fortunately, Mr Dowse was happy to encourage him to switch. ‘I told my music teacher about wanting to take up the sax, and he said it would be just about alright now, especially if I took up the alto,’ Nick wrote home on 5 July. ‘So I’ve had one lesson with him, which was great fun. He has now given me some pop music to transpose into the right key for the sax so that I can play it next week with him accompanying me on the piano. I look forward to that.’ 


‘Another term of excellent progress!’ Mr Dowse enthused in his summer report – but the rest of it made for demoralising reading. ‘I fear that he hardly has the imagination to master medieval history, and his memory is astonishingly weak,’ wrote the formidable Head of History, Dr Peter Carter, placing Nick twenty-first out of twenty-one in his set. His Housemaster’s report reiterated Nick’s detached persona: ‘He needs to join in more in community exercises, in things which demand initiative directed towards the common good. He is by no means a selfish person, just a little too hermetically sealed.’


Mr Dowse lent him a battered alto for the summer, and his parping and tooting was much in evidence at Far Leys over the ensuing weeks. That August the Drakes went to Holland, but their holiday was cut short when Rodney suffered a heart attack. It was cruel timing. He was fifty-six and approaching the peak of his career but had to cut back on commitments, as well as pay closer attention to his health thereafter. He downplayed his sufferings to Nick and recovered well, but could never again commit his previous level of energy to his work.


Back at school in September 1964, Nick was a sixth-former, thereby qualifying for a study. His was at the end of a corridor, and he shared it with Mick Way. ‘Psychologically we felt slightly off the radar,’ says Mick, and they set about making the room their own. ‘The walls are rather bare, so could you possibly send me that sketch of a cock that I bought in the Louvre,fn5 and also that Paris painting Gay gave me a little while ago?’ Nick wrote home. ‘Would it be possible to send any spare Vogues, as they sometimes provide good material for decorating walls? And if you could manage two of my LPs, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan and The Five Faces of Manfred Mann, that really would be terrific.’fn6 


Nick and his peers were constantly in and out of each other’s studies, killing time by chatting, snacking, listening to records and occasionally working. Being at close quarters with Nick didn’t make Mick feel any closer to him, though. ‘You’d have to prise out an opinion. In a circle of four or five he would step slightly back, so he’d simultaneously be part of it and not part of it. I don’t think any of us really understood him.’ 


Fortuitously, Mick had a cheap Spanish guitar, which Nick began to play at the start of term. ‘I don’t think he’d ever picked one up before,’ says Mick. ‘I could play quite well by ear and showed him the basics.’ Dave Wright has a similar memory: ‘I remember sitting down and teaching him C, A minor, F and G7th … A few days later he was better at it than I was. He was a proper musician. He played by ear, and he was good.’7 


Nick was sixteen years and three months of age, and felt an immediate affinity with the instrument. Self-expression had never come easily to him, and now it had a ready outlet. He had unusually large, broad hands with slim wrists and long fingers that allowed him to get round the notes whilst using his thumb for the bass string, and his instinctive co-ordination and dogged focus meant that he quickly mastered fingerings. He assimilated everything in Bert Weedon’s hugely popular Play in a Day primer and began playing what he later termed ‘lots of Dylan things’.8 


‘Within three months he was way ahead of me,’ says Mick, and by the end of term he had decided he needed a guitar of his own. In December he spent everything he had – £13 (around £200 in 2022) – on a second-hand nylon-stringed classical, manufactured by Estruch, in the Sound of Music in Marlborough High Street. ‘Nick was always frugal with his money presents, saving up for something he really wanted,’ explains his sister, but the outlay horrified his parents.9 


He was working towards A-levels in History, English and ‘Latin Translation with Roman History’, a fiendish course devised by Dr Carter himself, but was far more attentive to the guitar. His Christmas report only served to amplify the sense that his priorities were in the wrong order. 


‘He has got to do something about his reticence,’ insisted Mr Silk, who was his English teacher as well as his Housemaster. ‘One can fire questions at him until one is blue in the face and he will gaze dreamily back and say nothing. At present his suitability for University is very much in question. An absolute revolution must take place in his work next year.’ On a personal level, things were warmer: ‘He cuts far more ice in House than I thought he did last term, and I am hopeful that he will end up as a really considerable leader here. Certainly one could not ask to meet a nicer boy.’


Molly and Rodney understood that Nick was a slow developer and were unfussed by his generation’s penchant for long hair, pop music and boundary-pushing. A measure of this is the fact that he was not slow to invite his schoolmates to Far Leys. ‘Nick’s parents were delightful and friendly, very welcoming,’ says Dave Wright. ‘I always got the impression that they enjoyed meeting his friends.’ Andy Murison also visited Nick at home and saw no hint of a generational clash: ‘I never saw any sign of difficulty in his upbringing. His parents seemed relaxed and gentle.’


As his enthusiasm for the guitar grew he gravitated towards Jeremy Harmer, who was in the year above him at Marlborough and spent time at Far Leys over the holidays: 


I’d started writing songs aged fourteen, and when Nick started playing I occasionally went over with my guitar. I don’t remember him playing sax or clarinet on those occasions, only guitar. We’d sit in the music room and mess around with his family’s reel-to-reel tape recorder. It was the first one I’d ever seen.


Nick was well used to recording himself speaking or playing the piano, clarinet and saxophone, but when he began playing the guitar the tape recorder took on a new dimension. As he single-mindedly taught himself songs, he could record, listen, rewind, erase and re-record at will, a process that greatly helped his development. ‘He was quite a perfectionist and was always erasing songs that he deemed inferior,’ recalled Rodney,10 while Molly added: ‘He would play and play and play in the early days.’11 


While Nick practised in the music room, his parents fretted about his prospects for Oxford or Cambridge. Rodney wrote to Mr Silk on the subject over Christmas, and he replied on 6 January 1965: ‘If all goes well, I would hope that Nick might make it to one of the humbler Cambridge colleges, where they would take note of his non-intellectual qualities. The work must keep on improving.’ Nick took this to heart and – for a time – increased his efforts. However, it had become clear that, in an unusually strong cohort, he was not academically motivated. 


Outside the classroom he gave up the cadet corps in favour of ‘conservation detail’, which involved maintaining old school buildings. He and a few others were tasked with repainting Mount House, a bow-windowed Georgian building on the corner where the main road ran through the heart of the school. Most of their time there, however, was spent fooling around. ‘They were the funniest afternoons,’ says Simon Crocker. ‘I just remember us spending the whole time laughing. We liked a black sense of humour, certainly.’ 


Amidst the mirth, Jeremy Mason says Nick ‘was always cool – which more or less means he didn’t say a lot. I was more talkative. I think part of the reason we became good friends was that he was a good listener.’ As the boys became more image-conscious, Nick’s friends began to conflate his self-containment with the notion of ‘cool’. When they were hanging out in each other’s studies, says Andy Murison, ‘Nick would suddenly up and leave, but it didn’t worry me – I thought it was unusual, even eccentric, but perhaps cool. Being cool was quite important, so I rather admired this “take it or leave it” behaviour, at an age when boys like to be popular.’


By his mid-teens, according to Dave Wright, Nick had settled upon a personal style from which he barely departed in years to come: ‘He had a decent length of hair, a donkey jacket, tight trousers and Chelsea boots.’ Michael Maclaran, another schoolfriend, adds: 


He was tall and stooped forwards, holding his head quite low in his shoulders as if there were always a cold wind blowing. As was typical in those days, he was always pushing the clothing and appearance regulations to the limit … However, he didn’t do this in an extrovert way and got away with more than some ‘rebel’ types, to the quiet admiration of his peers.12


‘We would smoke and drink, but Nick wasn’t a troublemaker,’ continues Andy. ‘The only time I remember getting into trouble with him was when we went out for a lovely dinner with his sister and a friend of hers in early 1965 …’ This incident took place on Saturday, 13 February, when Gabrielle visited for the weekend with her friend Sarah Buchanan. ‘We were all infatuated with Gay – she had a starstruck audience whenever she came to Marlborough,’ says Colin Tillie, so an opportunity to spend the evening with her was much coveted. Nick asked Dave Wright and Andy to join them for dinner at a nearby pub, the Bell at Ramsbury, where the girls also treated them to beer, wine and liqueurs. 


‘Nick was in excellent form – I’ve never seen him so gay and forthcoming,’ Gabrielle wrote to Molly and Rodney (who were in India) a couple of days later.


I think all the boys thoroughly enjoyed themselves – no shyness or any nonsense of that kind … Nick was very au fait and adult-seeming – as indeed they all were. They all said that as Silk wasn’t there it didn’t matter what time they got back … Apparently, quite contrary to what they said, House Captains [i.e. school prefects] had been tearing their hair out and ringing up police.


The following morning the girls gatecrashed his Dance Band practice (‘Nick was rather pulverised with embarrassment, but it was fun – he seemed to be doing very well. Didn’t spare us a look, I need hardly say!’). That evening brought a reckoning with Mr Silk, who put Nick on ‘sweats’ – long early-morning runs – as a punishment. 


The weekend was a rare encounter between brother and sister, for whom heart-to-heart exchanges had never been the norm. By Gabrielle’s account, 


By then I was leaving [drama] school and concentrating on my own life, which was becoming very exciting; I lost touch a little with his problems and dilemmas. And at that time he seemed to be doing quite well; he was wonderful at sports, though he hated them, and was the kind of person who was quite capable of being Head Boy.13


Nick, however, was unfussed by conventional measures of schoolboy success and was hedging his bets as to his longer-term future. ‘I’ve been going into the matter of my career recently,’ he told his parents the same month. ‘Advertising seems to be top of the list at the moment. Den’s found out a bit about it for me. I’m going to see the careers master about it this evening.’ The idea wasn’t pursued, and Cambridge remained his ostensible goal. Mr Silk was encouraging Nick to apply to Fitzwilliam House – the very definition of one of the ‘humbler’ colleges.fn7 It helped that Mr Silk was a friend of its sport-loving Admissions Tutor, Norman Walters, who relied on a network of such contacts to supply what he considered the right sort of candidates. ‘Fitzwilliam used to be nicknamed “Fitzmarlborough” because so many Marlburians went there,’ says Jeremy Harmer. 


‘I would be most grateful if you would send me application forms for Fitzwilliam, as I am very anxious to try for admission to the college,’ Nick wrote to Mr Walters from Far Leys at the start of the Easter holidays in 1965. ‘I am 16 years 10 months and would very much like to come up in October to read History.’ He was certain not to get in on purely academic grounds, but the hope was that, given the glimmers of improvement in his work, his athletic ability and a recommendation from Mr Silk (perhaps the pre-eminent Cambridge sportsman of his generation), might just swing it.


His friends did not consider him an obvious candidate. ‘I was surprised when I heard about Nick’s plans to go to Cambridge, because … Why would he?’ asks Dave Wright. ‘In those days there was far less of an expectation that you would go to university, and Nick didn’t strike me as any more interested in his studies than I was.’ For Andy Murison, who was also applying to Fitzwilliam, ‘Nick was very still, and I think people therefore assumed that his waters must be very deep.’
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No One Can Claim To Know Him Very Well


OVER EASTER 1965 Nick accompanied the Harmer family on a skiing holiday in Verbier, Switzerland. They drove out, with the boys’ guitars in the back. ‘I felt a bit nervous about him joining us because we certainly weren’t close friends and he could be hard to communicate with, even at that age,’ says Jeremy. ‘In the evenings we would sit in the bar and try to entertain the guests, singing pop and folk songs in the Peter, Paul and Mary vein.’ These were almost certainly Nick’s first public performances as a singer-guitarist, and Jeremy candidly describes their efforts as ‘awkward chords, unoriginal fingerings’.1 Nonetheless, Nick was clearly not shy with his guitar. 


Rodney and Molly collected him from the Harmers’ in Stratford on 25 April. ‘We were able to get a good account of their adventures in much more detail than we ever should’ve been able to from Nick,’ Rodney wrote to Gabrielle that week. 


We found Nick looking tremendously bronzed and fit, having obviously had a marvellous time. Evidently Jeremy and Nick made a good name for themselves with their guitars, playing in the hotel as well as the local nightclub. Mrs Harmer says everyone in the hotel came to listen to them on the last night. After lunch we made them give us a performance and we really were very impressed. They sang in harmony, played very well and obviously had several numbers extremely well worked out – they sang ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’, the Beatles tune ‘And I Love Her’, ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone?’ and a number of others.


Nick and Jeremy briefly continued their collaboration back at Marlborough, entertaining a small crowd outside C1 on Commem-oration Day in late May. Jeremy’s mother had her camera to hand and took the earliest known photograph of Nick with a guitar as the duo ran through their repertoire. By the summer of 1965, says Mick Way, 


Nick was concentrating on the guitar to the exclusion of almost anything else. I was still strumming away on open chords but he had started developing his own style. We had a crappy old Dansette and I had Back Country Blues by Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, which we played a lot. He also liked Robert Johnson. Complicated finger-picking is what we liked and tried to emulate – things that were hard to break down. We played together quite a bit, but then he’d go into reveries and be off in a corner, doggedly practising and not communicating. He just got his head down until he’d got it. The word would be ‘obsessive’, even then.


Folk-singing, however, was not going to impress Fitzwilliam, so in a bid to burnish Nick’s credentials Mr Silk appointed him a ‘Captain of Classroom’, responsible for supervising younger boys in C1’s crowded communal study hall. He wasn’t an obvious choice as far as his friends were concerned. Andy says he was ‘not in the least officious or disciplinarian’, and indeed, controlling a roomful of rowdy fellow adolescents proved beyond him, leading to further censure. He was young to be sitting A-levels and found the workload towards History at Cambridge onerous. ‘However hard I work, only half of it ever seems to get done,’ he complained to his parents, while Mr Silk remained frustrated by his lack of focus. ‘He was reasonably industrious but his heart was not really in anything academic except English. A very dreamy pupil.’2 


His appetite for team games was evaporating, so he turned to athletics, which came easily to him. ‘Marlborough had quite an athletics tradition and lots of people would turn out to watch the matches, so boys on the team were to an extent school heroes,’ says Michael Hodge. ‘It was good, as games were over quicker for us.’ Andy Murison and Chris Rudkin were also on the team, which was captained by Mark ‘Foggy’ Phillips, whose only memory of him is ‘as a good athlete’.3 Nick excelled at hurdling and relay races but sprinting was his forte; he eventually broke the school’s hundred-yard record with a time of ten seconds flat, running ‘upright and like a ship in full sail’, as Mr Silk put it.4 


He was more enthused by his musical activities, though, and that term he formed a jazz group comprising himself (alto and tenor sax), Adrian Hutton (piano/vocals), Jeremy Harmer (bass) and Simon Crocker (drums). ‘We play rather more sophisticated stuff like “Summertime” and “Misty”, and a few vocals like “Sit Right Down and Write Myself a Letter”,’ he told Molly and Rodney. ‘Just your sort of vintage, really!’5


Oldies, however, had dwindling appeal. In March the innovative jazzy R&B outfit the Graham Bond Organisation had released their first album, The Sound of ’65, which electrified Nick and his friends and drew them to Soho, the home of British R&B. They began to visit its clubs, watching Georgie Fame, Chris Farlowe, Inez and Charlie Foxx and others at the Flamingo or the Marquee, and having their eyes opened by their surroundings. ‘Soho had the first pizza restaurant I’d ever seen, just up from the Flamingo, and I remember Nick and me getting accosted by a lady of the street and bartering with her, then running off,’ says Dave Wright.6 


At the end of a full and enjoyable term, Nick sat his A-levels more or less cold. Having just turned seventeen, he knew he could always have another go if he had to, unappealing as the prospect was. The start of the holidays on 20 July distracted him from the impending disaster of his results, though his report sounded a warning. ‘The sense of urgency is not there,’ wrote his History teacher. ‘I wish him luck in the exam, but I fear his chances of success are not very high.’


In the meantime, he and Dave Wright had cooked up a plan to hitchhike around Europe on a shoestring. They caught a train to Dover in early August and set sail. ‘Nick was shyer than me, perhaps a bit less gung-ho, but perfectly confident and resourceful,’ says Dave. ‘Our plan was to sleep in youth hostels, but we hadn’t realised that you can’t make plans when you’re dependent on hitching to get around.’ Nick did not take his guitar, but nonetheless:


We were unable to get anyone to give us a lift in Northern France, so we took the train from Paris down to Avignon and tried our luck there. Eventually someone told us about a cave you could sleep in, so we headed there for the night – and it was revolting. From there we just hitched and bumbled along the Côte d’Azur, having a great time. At one point Nick stood on some urchins in the sea and I tried to remove them. A year later he joked to me that I’d done a bad job, because he still had them in his foot. Finding somewhere to sleep was always the challenge. On one occasion we crept into an unfinished shop and slept on its concrete floor. We slept on the beach at Cannes, and another time a blonde girl picked us up and said we could sleep in her garden at Cap d’Ail. Nick got a nasty surprise when he put his hand onto a tree in his sleep and got covered in ants.


Like many young men of their generation, they were enamoured of Françoise Hardy, but their running joke was that everywhere they went they were pursued by Sonny and Cher’s ‘I Got You Babe’. They made it through Switzerland and Italy and into Germany but, recounts Dave, ‘When we couldn’t get a ride together in southern Germany we split and came home separately. It was a lot of fun.’ Not all teenagers would have embraced a foreign adventure of this sort, with limited funds and no itinerary; the fact that Nick cheerfully did so speaks clearly of his independence, resourcefulness and confidence on the brink of adulthood. 


The trip had been a hoot, but the laughter stopped when Nick’s exam results reached Far Leys. He had scraped through History (with a D) and English (with an E), but failed Latin Translation with Roman History. This fell far short of the minimum standard of three C grades expected by Cambridge. It was swiftly decided to keep him at Marlborough until the summer of 1966, in order for him to retake the exams and, it was hoped, mature in the interim. 


‘Everything seems to have happily settled down into the good old termtime monotony,’ he wrote home on 26 September 1965. He was now sharing a study with Andy Murison and Martin Scott. ‘We didn’t sleep in it but were in close proximity when we did our prep, listened to music and so on,’ explains Andy. ‘Nick had a Donovan poster on the wall. He was interested in the Beatles’ innovations and especially loved “Yesterday”.fn1 Martin had a record of whales singing to each other, which we would listen to on his headphones.’fn2 


‘I bought records that Nick liked,’ says Jeremy Mason, who startled his friends by painting his entire study – including his possessions – white. He recalls the artists in question including Astrud Gilberto, Jimmy Smith, Segovia and Odetta (‘Auction Block’ being a particular favourite of Nick’s), as well as John Hammond’s Big City Blues, Bob Dylan’s Bringing It All Back Home, Booker T & the MGs’ Green Onions, Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue and John Coltrane’s Giant Steps. 


Nick was now in the demanding History sixth form, presided over by the rigorous Dr Carter and containing several of the school’s cleverest boys. He dropped History – supposedly what he was hoping to study at Cambridge – but continued to work towards the rigorous Latin Translation and Roman History, as well as English and the General Paper. The latter was intended to indicate a rounded mind but was not taken seriously by universities. Playing it safe, Nick also applied to sit the entrance exam to St Peter’s College, Oxford, ‘where the field would not be all that strong’, Mr Silk assured Rodney that month. They declined Nick’s candidature, however, leaving Fitzwilliam his sole hope. 


‘Well, as usual there are lots of exciting events to recall after yet another thrill-packed week at Marlborough Coll.,’ was the mordant opening to a letter home on 24 October, in which his weariness of both study (‘The work is plodding on and is not particularly inspiring’) and games (‘I had to face two rugger matches last week’) were plain. Molly and Rodney can’t have failed to notice his change in tone when he turned to his shambolic jazz group, in which he played saxophone (‘the musical side of life seems to be thriving at the moment’). Soon afterwards Gabrielle wrote to say she might be able to secure them a gig in a club in Malvern over Christmas, via contacts she’d made that summer; Nick replied with cautious enthusiasm, but it didn’t come to anything. Gabrielle’s acting career had been gathering momentum and she was now renting a top-floor London flat at 5 Cyril Mansions in Prince of Wales Drive, Battersea – a short hop over the river from Chelsea and the King’s Road. It was a huge asset to Nick, to whom she was always happy to offer her spare room. London was, inevitably, more alluring than Marlborough and the nature of her work meant she was often away, so he could accommodate friends too. 


On Friday, 29 October, he and Jeremy Mason watched the Graham Bond Organisation at the Manor House Hotel in North London. Their heroes did not disappoint: 


I can remember Nick standing with a cigarette, watching Ginger Baker doing a drum solo on ‘Camels and Elephants’,fn3 and he was so impressed he’d poured a pint of beer all the way down his front before he noticed. We got their autographs after the show and stayed at Gabrielle’s flat.7


In Nick’s final year at Marlborough the sight of him hunched over his guitar in his study became familiar to all. He took to writing out the words to contemporary standards in a notebook, giving a good idea of his repertoire. Several were known to him via Peter, Paul and Mary (‘Stewball’, ‘All My Trials’, ‘500 Miles’, ‘Early Mornin’ Rain’ and ‘Freight Train’), one was probably familiar via Joan Baez (‘East Virginia’), and two were by Paul Simon (‘A Most Peculiar Man’ and ‘Leaves That Are Green’).fn4 His Housemaster well remembered his zeal, later remarking that ‘his music was his life’.8 At the time, however, he characterised his response as: ‘Drake, for God’s sake put that bloody instrument away!’9


‘Producing a very pleasant sound indeed,’ glowed Eddie Dowse’s clarinet report at the end of 1965. ‘Developing into a very useful instrumentalist.’ His other teachers were exasperated. ‘He gives me the impression of being about a year younger than he actually is,’ wrote the Headmaster, while Dr Carter was dismissive of his prospects for Cambridge: 


Although he has done his best, he has never done better than approximate the equivalent to a borderline A-level pass. He is especially vulnerable in the General Paper, where only his interest in music will help him much, as on most contemporary or abstract problems he has very little to offer. The fact is, for one of his ability he has been aiming unrealistically high.


The relentlessly sanguine Mr Silk reiterated that ‘Good A-levels could still get him into Cambridge next year’, though he felt obliged to add: ‘I cannot say that his study has been a great success: too many illegalities have flourished there.’ 


One evening over Christmas at Far Leys Gabrielle and Nick recorded ‘All My Trials’,fn5 leading them to discuss devising ‘some sort of act together – but it never materialised’.10 Nick’s main focus over the holidays was on getting his driver’s licence, but his reluctance to address his poor eyesight meant he ploughed through a stop sign, ensuring failure. He went on a Scottish skiing trip with Andy Murison (‘The skiing was no good and it was bloody cold’), then saw in 1966 with Dave Wright, who recalls: 


We went to Trafalgar Square, where everyone was revelling, jumping in the fountains and so on, and got drunk. When it was time to go home there were no cabs or buses anywhere to be seen, so we walked all the way back to my sister’s place in Primrose Hill. We didn’t get there until about 4 a.m., by which time we’d sobered up.


On New Year’s Day Nick travelled to the Masons’ family home in Essex. ‘I had an Oscar Wilde party,’ says Jeremy. ‘It was enormous fun.’ He remembers girls being drawn to Nick’s effortless charisma, and his evident lack of interest in them. In particular, he says, ‘A very bright girl called Bo, who was staying with us, fell for him. She kept changing her clothes to get his attention, but he didn’t pay her any. Nick never seemed to notice when girls took a fancy to him.’ 


Several of Nick’s friends observed this. ‘Towards the end of our days at Marlborough most of us had girlfriends, but I never knew Nick to,’ says Dave. ‘I don’t think he was gay, though, and he certainly wasn’t one of those people who was interested in the younger boys as a girl-substitute.’ For Mick Way, ‘He would never have joined a conversation about who fancied who, but that’s not to say I think he was gay. I’m sure that would have emerged to some extent at school, and I never saw any sign of it.’ Andy adds: ‘Nick was charismatic without being assertive. I can imagine him driving girls mad by never making a move.’


Ever with an eye to improving Nick’s Cambridge prospects, in January 1966 Mr Silk made him one of C1’s ‘House Captains’ – a prefect – and also saw him appointed Secretary of the Athletics Club. Although none of Nick’s friends remember him being much interested in literature, it was decided that he should now apply for Cambridge’s English course. As such, a special timetable was devised that allowed him to spend more time reading in his study than would normally be permitted. 


He responded well: ‘Being a Captain really does make quite a bit of difference, since my bedtime is now fairly unlimited,’ he wrote home on 23 January. ‘I now feel that I’m doing things which interest me, and that not only makes life more enjoyable but is also rather more likely to produce acceptable A-level grades.’ A fortnight later he told them, ‘Life here seems to be really rather tolerable at the moment. I’m almost enjoying my work at times, and that’s something I don’t think you’ve heard me say during the last two years.’11


He continued to play a lot of solo guitar as well as sax and piano in bands, switching his focus from jazz towards R&B. ‘There was a film show on Saturday and nobody seemed to be prepared to provide music before it, so I was asked to organise something,’ he told his parents in late January. 


I formed a small group and after one practice we went on and attempted to play. The result, as you may imagine, was pretty good chaos. For want of someone better, I had to sing myself and I need hardly tell the trouble that was likely to cause. In one number I completely forgot the words of the last verse, and we ground to an embarrassing halt in the middle of the song! Fortunately, Simon was in the group so we were able to laugh a lot of it off.
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