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for Becky and Edward

– and for all my pupils




The other day I asked my colleagues if they’d ever read a good book on teaching. There was a long silence.

CHINESE PROVERB
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Don’t Apologise

– OK, hands up, I’ll come clean, I’m a teacher.

– Really?

– Yes, sorry. I came here to teach, oh … years ago, and here I still am.

– Still at the same school?

– Yes, still at the same school.

– Really?

– Terrible, isn’t it? Sorry.

– No, that’s all right … So, you’ve been at your present school all your career?

– Yes, if you leave out my early years, I suppose I have, more or less. If you can call it a career.

– But you must enjoy it, the teaching?

– Well, yes, I do, I do enjoy it. Very much.

– And to have stayed so long?

– It’s flashed by, God knows where it goes, you know how it is.

– Never thought about becoming a head? Running a school?

– No.

– I’m surprised.

– Why? I came into teaching to teach.

– Never thought about moving on?

– Moving on? No, but I did think about moving out.

– Really? Giving up?

– Stepping out of the firing line, like everyone else, but I couldn’t afford it. And I’m glad I didn’t.

– So … you’re still at it?

– That’s it. Exactly. I’m still at it.

And while I am still at it, and without being defensive, I want to write about what it’s like: while I can still feel the everyday challenge of the classroom, still feel my pulse racing and the adrenalin draining, the bustle, the battles, the conflict of egos, the frustrations and little victories, the corners turned and the bridges tentatively built. It’s important to me, as a father and a teacher, to do this while I am still in touch with the young, still in touch with young teachers and still in the place where I can smell and taste the job.

But first, as a matter of interest if not of concern, why do teachers feel the need to apologise? If the British, as Martin Bell claims, can be characterised by a tendency to apologise when a stranger stands on one’s foot, then the British are best represented by their teachers. Why, when I talk of my profession, am I defensive and punchy at the same time? Is it because teachers deal with the young and this suggests that we ourselves, in some important sense, have not fully grown up? That we have little status because we are not properly adult? That we do not live in the real world?

Do doctors apologise? Not when I’m around. In fact, unless we’re actually dying, we tend to apologise to the doctor for taking up his time. Do solicitors, actors, engineers, architects and politicians apologise? Not that I can recall. After they’ve shaken your hand, I’ve never noticed them indulging in my quiet, shoulder-shrugging deflection when they tell you what they do for a living. They look pretty comfortable with who they are. But we teachers are always at it, and it’s nothing new.

Thirty years ago, in his book Learner Teacher (1972), Nicholas Otty put it this way:



People I know in other professions can make me feel singularly small and shapeless, or else foolishly missionary and dedicated, as though I had taken a morally right but socially perverse option with my life … People turn away from you as they do from disabled people.





Quite so.

Go back a hundred years to A.C. Benson, who was a housemaster at Eton before he became a don at Cambridge. He chose these words to begin The Schoolmaster (1902):


I think it must be conceded at the outset that there clings about the profession of schoolmastering a certain slight social disability. It is not a profession which, to use a vile phrase, ‘leads to’ anything in particular.




Indeed, in Benson’s time in the classroom in the 1890s, some teachers were so embarrassed by their way of earning a living that they went even further than apologise. They were in denial.

A master of my acquaintance, who was keenly alive to the social disabilities of his trade, was reduced to saying to his fashionable friends who asked him what he had been doing, that he had been staying in Bedfordshire.



We may smile at that, but even a hundred years later it is still the case. Even today, many teacher-writers and teacher-musicians, i.e. those who earn their daily bread from teaching but who also have a second career in writing or music, are still in denial. They want to be known only as writers or musicians. To this end they will snobbishly delete their teaching lives from their dust jackets and programme notes. Basically it is too shaming. This drab admission will do their more glamorous second career no good. They beg their media friends not to mention it. Indeed I have often been told not only to change my name (too ordinary) but also to delete my teaching career at an independent school from the dust jacket (it will work against you).

At a dinner party given in 1983 by a successful lawyer, now a judge, I told the guests on either side of me at the table that I was a teacher – no doubt accompanying the confession with the appropriately apologetic body language. Both were women, and one of them was beautiful and sexy (even a teacher could spot it), but she was much more interested in the man on her right. She turned her back on me and her eyes on him. Now, I hate to judge a man one along at dinner too quickly, but even at that distance I could see … Still, that was the way her beautiful neck was turned, and no doubt he was a banker or lawyer or doctor or politician.

At secondary level, the level at which I teach, teachers spend their time teaching (try not to state the obvious), caring for and trying (usually successfully) to control teenagers. That is a tough and very interesting job. Schools are dynamic and human places. Parents who are finding it very stressful living with their adolescent daughters and sons – we can all swap horror stories – should sometimes reflect that teachers have their classrooms full of adolescents every day, all day.

That being the case, presumably the teachers have picked up something along the way, perhaps even something about life. Teachers and parents have, it seems to me, a vast amount to say to each other not only about the individual child, about your child, but about bringing up and handling children of all ages. You might even argue that what teachers say about the individual child or your child or children in general should be taken seriously. At the very least, whether at parents’ evenings or in the pub or on the telephone or (as in this instance) at a dinner party, it’s good to talk … But she was looking away.

Later in the meal, an old friend sitting opposite me asked me what I thought about the latest episode of the current TV drama serial. Did I approve?

‘Quite,’ I said, wrinkling my nose. I sort of did, sort of didn’t.

‘Don’t you wish you’d adapted it?’

‘Of course I do,’ I said. ‘I’d have made more money.’

‘What’s it like seeing a book you’ve written mucked around by some hack?’

‘He’s not a hack.’

‘Even so.’

‘OK, I think I’d have done a better job,’ I said, ‘but I’m still very glad it’s happened.’

‘And you must be pleased. This week’s Radio Times? Front cover!’

The woman on my right, the woman I had spotted was sexy, was now stirring. She quickly disengaged herself from the Boring Bloke on her right.

‘Which TV serial is that?’ she asked my friend.

‘The one they’ve made out of Jonathan’s novel. Surely you’re …’

And now she looked at me.

‘You mean you wrote that?’

Look, I don’t want to make too much out of this, not with the photo you can see on the cover of this book, but you’ll just have to believe me: she really looked at me. She looked at me in an entirely different way. Even a teacher, unused to the wiles of The Real World, could see the difference. You know the big poster of Paul Newman in his late thirties, with his steady, amused mouth and his cornflower-blue eyes, the one some of my ex-girlfriends used to pin up in their loos just to remind you what a really good-looking guy looked like? Well, I’m not for one moment saying that at the dinner table that night I was Paul Newman, but for a brief second I certainly was no ordinary schoolteacher.

Why? Because I had been blessed by TV. I’d had a novel serialised on TV. My novel was now not just a novel, not just any novel, no longer just a good read, no longer even the same book, because IT HAD BEEN ON TV. You have to put that kind of achievement in capital letters or else in italics, as Wordsworth does in The Prelude, when he finds, without realising it, that he has crossed the Alps. He looks at the mountains, he checks his map, he questions a peasant again and again, and indeed it was true that


we had crossed the Alps




– and it was equally true that

I had a novel on TV.



I wasn’t just a teacher. Now I could hold my head up in any company.
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Talk To Babies In Prams



The father who never says more than ‘Hullo’ to his son and goes out to the nearest bar every evening is teaching the boy as emphatically as though he were standing over him with a strap. It’s a very tricky business, teaching.

GILBERT HIGHET, The Art of Teaching (1950)





When you talk about teaching it is difficult not to sound as if you are stating the obvious. Because … well, you are. And yet it is obviousness of a tricky kind. I feel exactly the same in the classroom when I am teaching Wordsworth, one of our greatest poets and teachers: his poetry is at once both very simple and yet very demanding. You introduce it and read it and talk about it, and it is clearly so important and central to our lives, yet on one level it almost invites a ‘So what? So what are you going to say about it?’

Even so, I want to keep clear of jargon and to shy away from education-speak, because such language is usually no more than an attempt to make the superficial sound profound. Obscurity, as W. H. Auden reminds us, is mostly swank, and a lot of swank passes for intellectual life.

In much the same way, it is difficult to talk about being a parent without sounding pompous or confessional. Nobody likes know-alls, and few children like those cringingly inappropriate heart-to-hearts when a parent spills the beans about his past. Nevertheless, in writing this book, I have seen myself as a father writing for parents as much as a teacher writing for those interested in education. While thinking about my classes my mind has often been on my own children as children and as pupils. Indeed, whenever I think about education, in the concrete or the abstract, the two roles I play, teacher and father – and there’s a great deal of play-acting in both – are so close together in my mind that they become the same concern.

There is no doubt that I approached my job differently once I became a father. The change happened slowly. It was not thought out or conscious, but I sensed it in my hands and in my voice and in my response. In the classroom I became more willing to listen, more forgiving and understanding, perhaps even a bit more of a soft touch, yet also more sharply aware of a pupil’s strategies and manipulative skills. What I was learning from my life with my children at home I took to my pupils at school, and vice-versa.

In a natural way I saw, and in a sense still do see, each pupil as potentially one of my own children, not so much (I hope) as a Mr Chips but embracing the feeling that being a father has made me both react differently and grow as a teacher. My children, too, as they went through their school years, were a daily reminder of the pressure schoolchildren are under, of what they are expected to do in and out of class, and a daily reminder of how unreasonable or barking mad or inflexible or inadequate much of the work set them was.

Not only did I see at first hand the pressures from both sides of the desk but I learnt from my children’s response to those demands and expectations. To their intense frustration, when they wanted me to take sides in a dispute, I always backed the school. They said that was unfair and, given the evidence, unintelligent. I told them life was unfair. They encouraged me to make life, in this particular instance, a little less unfair. I told them to shut up and get on with it. They told me that reaction was unworthy of me. I can’t remember my next move. Probably towards the drinks cupboard.

As Gilbert Highet points out, albeit a little too worthily, at the beginning of this chapter, all parents teach by example. Consciously or otherwise, for good or ill, through sins of omission and commission, all parents teach their children. You can’t help it. From day one of their lives, from the first day of every school year, children are watching us, imitating us, just as pupils watch and mimic a teacher. One of the skills most rehearsed and practised in a school is taking off the teacher. I have often been in buses and theatres and swung round, surprised to think I had an unexpected colleague along with me, only to see a pupil embodying a perfect imitation. One boy I produced recently in a play could ‘do’ the whole staff in a performance which challenged Rory Bremner. The only take-off you tend not to spot is the one of you. Which is worrying.

Children and pupils see much more of us and in us and about us than we would like to imagine. They study us as they study their books, and often with considerably more interest. They read us. They see our body language and see through it; they spot where we scratch ourselves; they pick up the giveaway expressions in our eyes; they work out our values and smile at our evasions; they perceive our natures and assess our flash-points. No actor on the stage is more carefully studied. (The more I roll on with this rather rhetorical paragraph the more anxious I am beginning to feel.)

Beyond loving them, the best that we can do for our children is to make them interested, interested in things, in the hope that this will make them interesting. Whenever I think about the connection between love and interest I always see that 1980s car window sticker: ‘Have You Hugged Your Kid Today?’ No one on this side of the Atlantic can read that car sticker without an ironic smile or a guilty wince or a sick-making gesture. It smacks so much of American openness, warmth and public sentimentality. They work on hugging their kids, the Americans, they work on it. As to whether that is a good or a bad thing, I would give a different answer on different days.

Well, ‘Yes!’ I want to shout. ‘Yes, I have hugged my kid today and mind your own business. Who the hell are you to tell me how to express my affection? And may I ask you a question back, if you’re not rushing off? Uh, excuse me? Have you talked to your kid today? Because talking and listening takes longer than hugging and is often more loving. Hugging’s the easy bit. Some of the most insincere people I know are serial huggers.’

However busy and preoccupied we are, nothing beats a seriously good and demanding chat with your pupils or with your child, a real exchange of views and feelings, even if it sometimes turns into an argument or, as it is prone to do at home, descends into a row.

There is, of course, a considerable cross-over between an early influence outside the schoolroom – and who better for this than a parent? – and the early school experience. I still love watching parents collect their children from the primary school in Tonbridge where my children went (a school so like the one both my parents taught at) and hearing the children talking about what happened in their day in the classroom and playground. There is so much energy, lively concern, vivid retelling and eye-contact. Keep talking, that’s it, keep talking, I want to say to them (but wouldn’t for fear of an arrest), keep talking: fluency before facts, rephrasing before know-how, articulacy before getting the answers right.

I have two children, by the way, a girl and a boy. To ensure the Smith family kept to its tradition of educational tension, one went on to a state secondary school and one to an independent school.

‘No prizes for who went to which!’ my daughter shouts.

‘I’ll talk about that later.’

Although my wife spent more time with our children than I did, I want here to grapple only with what I was trying to do. From the very first I wanted them to enjoy words. No surprises there: I read English at university, I teach English, I love talking, I love radio, and I write fiction and plays. From the very first day of their lives I spoke to them as much as I could. I was encouraged to do this by a nurse at our doctor’s and it was the best advice I have ever been given. Lots of fathers, I know, leave home too early in the morning and come back too late to do this, but the advice still holds good.

In 1974, the year we lived in Australia, Rebecca went from three months old to fifteen months. Whenever I came in from school I would wheel her round the Melbourne suburbs in her pram, and talk to her. She was very attentive, her eyes rarely leaving my face. Sometimes I got strange looks from the people I passed because very few men in 1974 in Australia walked prams on their own (I couldn’t care less about that, then or now) and because I was talking intelligently to a baby in a pram, talking as if I were conversing with an adult. Whatever kind of day I’d had, I told her everything, sometimes getting all my professional frustrations off my chest. I gave her my perceptions about Australia and my new Australian friends, comparing our two countries, describing the new fiction and poetry I was reading, as well as the joys and problems I was facing as a teacher and as a sports coach. I asked her rhetorical questions. Sometimes I used two or three voices in an improvised dialogue, playing verbal games with myself, and watched her laugh. Looking at her face as I pounded the pavements I felt a lot was going on and going in. As a teacher, look at their eyes to see if they’re grasping it.

By the time I arrived home I had walked five or six miles, given my wife a break, was feeling a virtuous father, and was morally more than ready for a serious drink. Before putting her to bed my wife read aloud from Winnie the Pooh and danced her around and played music. The talking and the reading and the rhythms would, I hoped, seamlessly join.

When Becky started to talk herself I listened, of course I listened (listened? I loved it!), as all parents do, thrilled as each word framed in her mind and shaped on her tongue and landed in our lives. Ted Hughes captures that pride perfectly when he describes his daughter ‘Little Frieda’ saying ‘Moon! Moon!’:


Cows are going home in the lane there, looping the hedges

with their warm wreaths of breath –

A dark river of blood, many boulders,

Balancing unspilt milk.

‘Moon!’ you cry suddenly, ‘Moon! Moon!’

The moon has stepped back like an artist gazing

amazed at a work

That points at him amazed.




With my son, Edward, a few years later, it was the same, exactly the same as with Becky, talk and listen, listen and talk, except he had an extra teacher to contend with, and the strictest of the lot: his sister. When she came in from school she set up her own classroom and sat him down in the front row. There was no mucking about. This was one-on-one Victorian teaching of the most rigorous kind. Every now and then I popped in to find out how it was all going and to check the birch wasn’t out.

To see my pupils – or to see my children – realise how vivid a word is, how it can hit or be relished, how it can be applied like a splodge of paint or glance away like a ripple, to see them enjoy both the sound and the form of a word, to create in them a sense of wonder, the infinite possibilities of words rather than their reductibility – that’s what I was after when my children were young and that’s what I’m still after every day in my classes. I see words as a way to draw the young out of any possibility of passivity. They can practise intellectual shots, practise sentences, hear the rise and fall of a sentence, just as they can practise a dance step, do a somersault or watch the rise and fall of a ball into the hand.

Of course there were huge areas of which, as a father, I knew nothing and still do know nothing, e.g. science, mathematics, other languages, computers. I am hopelessly uneducated in so many ways and not one bit proud of it. I enjoy watching friends and teachers introducing their young to so much of the world which is more or less closed to me. My wider point is: does it matter much on what one focuses, as long as it encourages concentration, absorption and a sense of wonder?

Just as important to me was for my children to develop sensitivity to emotion. I have arrived at most of my conclusions in life through feeling and through experience rather than through sustained thought. Love of words, yes, habits of enquiry, yes, hours of application, yes, but it all had to go hand in hand with the human dimension: it needed heart. I wanted my children to feel the concerns of the heart just as much as I wanted them to cut to the heart of the matter. There was little point, I felt, in developing the critical sense, in examining life, in deploying a persuasive mind unless that mind was warm. Clever, ‘care-less’ people are to me among the most loathsome.

Music, acting, sport, film, we talked and practised and analysed. Even at the end of a teacher’s day, when there wasn’t much tether left and what tether there was did not seem best attuned to the young, I tried to be patient and considerate. Impossible goals. As was tolerance, which for a while I gave a capital T, treating it almost as a god-word. There is a myth of tolerance amongst some teachers. I bought the myth and became too tolerant with my children and with my pupils. I allowed too much. It’s an easy and tempting path because it is close to loving, but you need to keep an edge of intolerance, a sense that there’s a line. As you get older that line can move in the sand, move to the point where you start to think that not only the line but the very sand itself is shifting.

At home occasionally I snapped. Then my wife and I would regroup and try to win back some territory. As a family we argued, and the more skilful my children became with words the more difficult it was for me to be a father. ‘You sort them out,’ I said to myself. ‘Be a father!’ But I’d taught them how to punch and, by God, they punched. They took the keys, raided the armoury and came out all guns blazing. My early pride and pleasure was now mixed with increasing annoyance and a developing sense of powerlessness. In modern jargon (permit me just one) I had well and truly empowered them.

‘Your fault,’ they used to laugh. ‘Don’t blame us.’

By the time they had finished with me I was no longer a good listener. All my tolerance theories were in tatters. Head down, towel thrown in, I sat in the corner of the ring, punch-drunk.

Do parents want power over their children? Some, yes, undoubtedly do. And as their children grow, parents often find their own position and authority eroded. Some teachers go into the profession to exert this kind of psycho-sexual power; these teachers often strike me as frustrated prefects, acting out in their adult lives the dominant roles denied them in their own schooldays.

Some parents, equally, never let go. They always set the agenda and firmly exert their domination until the end of their lives. Some even continue to do so from beyond the grave. I wanted my children to have the questioning strength that words give, the strength of an independent mind and the capacity to look after themselves. I wanted them to know the priceless gift of a language enjoyed and exercised at the highest levels, the gift which sharpens the cutting edge – or is the cutting edge.

At times I have almost regretted it because that part of their lives could seem out of kilter with the rest of their developing personalities. What came out of their mouths was racing ahead of the game and invited accusations of arrogance. They seemed too verbal, to press too hard. On many occasions as a parent there is only so much of that one can take. An infinite stock of patience is unreal. In class, too, the atmosphere can quickly deteriorate, to the disadvantage of the majority, if one pupil simply won’t accept that only so much time can be given up to exploring his controversial, or more likely boring, idea. At home, as my children grew in confidence, I could feel I was being challenged too relentlessly to define and to redefine a point. Equally, the criticism that I had over-encouraged such verbal sophistication could be laid at my door as a father – and it has been.

Certainly in her last two years at primary school Becky went through a language crisis. She became unhappy and started to pull her hair out, strand by strand at first, until there was a large thinning patch down the middle of her scalp. During this unhappy phase she found out that she got on much better with the other girls if she stopped using long words, if she collected marbles instead of using words like mundane. If she stopped using a wide vocabulary and started collecting marbles, they stopped calling her posh. Simple. So she stopped using a wide vocabulary. Suddenly they were all asking her to tea. She gave away her best marbles to her new friends. Now she was popular. She learnt about not only collecting marbles but collecting stickers and rubbers and running fast across the playground. She had dumbed down.

Even so, articulation is what I had to offer my daughter and son, and it is what I offer to other parents. Nothing, of course, replaces or can ever replace good, formal schooling. No family can match what a good school can offer, and would be very pushed to outstrip even a moderate school. As you will discover, I am a great believer in organised, disciplined and flexible education: not de-schooled, then, but well-schooled. Most schools that have thrown out organised, disciplined and flexible education aren’t here to tell the tale. They died the death.

But you can achieve so much more with a child in school if that child has been taught from the very first day of its life by loving and interested parents. It starts, day one. That underpins everything. Even those people who might consider themselves too good for a career in teaching would surely see the virtue of teaching their own children.
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Bad Low Toad

A letter from Kenneth Grahame to his son.

Green Bank Hotel,
Falmouth
10th May 1907


My Darling Mouse,

Have you heard about Toad? He was never taken prisoner by brigands at all. It was all a horrid low trick of his. He wrote that letter himself – the letter saying that a hundred pounds must be put in the hollow tree. And he got out of the window early one morning, & went off to a town called Buggleton, & went to the Red Lion Hotel & there he found a party that had just motored down from London, & while they were having breakfast he went into the stable-yard & found their motor-car & went off in it without even saying Poop-poop! And now he has vanished & every one is looking for him, including the police. I fear he is a bad low animal.

Goodbye, from

Your loving Daddy.
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Winston Churchill Writes To His Dearest Father


8th October 1887

Dearest Father,

I am very glad to hear that I am going to Harrow and not to Winchester. I think I shall pass the Entrance Examination, which is not so hard as Winchester … Did you go to Eton or Harrow? I should like to know. Please do not forget the autographs.

with love and kisses I remain, your loving son,

Winston S. Churchill
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Uncle Bert

My father did not talk to me in my pram. Even if he had wanted to do so, which is open to doubt, it would have been impossible because for the formative years of my life he was away in the war. Indeed I hardly saw him for my first four years. In the year I was born, 1942 – the year (I think we can all agree on this) in which the tide turned and we started to win the war – we moved out from Gloucester city, which was being badly bombed, to rural Gloucestershire: in fact to a small village near Berkeley, famous for its Berkeley Castle, infamous as the Berkeley Castle in which Edward II met his brutal end, an end my father often alluded to but could never quite bring himself to describe. With my father away working on radar with Bomber Command, my mother returned with us to the family home to look after her widowed father and one of her brothers, my Uncle Bert.

Uncle Bert, though a fiercely independent and proud man, needed some looking after because he was a haemophiliac. For those who do not know, haemophilia is a rare condition in which the blood fails to clot after injury due to a deficiency of factor VIII, one of a number of proteins involved in the clotting reaction. This condition is determined by a recessive gene and is sex-linked, in the sense that only females carry the gene and only males are affected. It was once common enough in the royal families of Europe but it also – as is clear from our case – afflicted more modest people. The treatment of haemophilia has improved dramatically in the last fifty years, but for the seven years I was living with Uncle Bert it was life-threatening. So when I say or write the sentence ‘Teaching is in my blood’ I can’t help thinking of Uncle Bert. Our family’s blood was a permanent anxiety.

Teaching is in my blood. On a deeper level, too, the sentence is entirely appropriate because Uncle Bert was my first inspiration and my first teacher. At any stage of the year he could be laid up in bed, sometimes for months on end. If he was laid up I sat on the end of his bed, being very careful not to bang into or bump him, and he talked to me. He talked to me about everything. He asked me questions on everything; he engaged my mind.

Any small injury to him was a crisis. Clipping his knee on the corner of the kitchen table, which for most of us would call for no more than an ‘Ouch!’ and a quick rub, was a crisis. His whole leg would go as blue-black as a stormy sky. He was always vulnerable to these debilitating and dangerous bleeds, sometimes being rushed to hospital: I hated watching him being carried out of the front door. To cut himself shaving was a daily risk, though once he had finished shaving (a ritual I loved watching) his face was as red and shiny as the Worcester apples on the trees at the bottom of the garden. When battery razors came in there was great relief in the family and around his bed, though I did miss the smell of his shaving soap, his enamel mug full of steaming water and the feel on my cheek of his bristly brush. Grinning mischievously, he would sometimes cover my face in the warm foam and say, ‘The day will surely come.’ His bed, the centre of my childhood, was set up high, allowing him to sit on it without having to bend too much. He had a ‘made-up’ shoe, a wheelchair, an airgun and some chickens. He shot the rats and threw grain to the chickens.

More important for my education, Uncle Bert clearly Had Time for me – which is what the young most need from their parents and from their teachers – and he most certainly Had Views. In his ill health he was my daily companion. His great misfortune with his blood was a great benefaction to me: it is indeed ‘an ill wind’. He talked to me, he challenged me, and he wickedly teased me. When my brother and I had been playing hide and seek in the garden for hours on end and I had become quite frantic with frustration because there was nowhere left he could be and he wasn’t even up the may tree and he was nowhere, Uncle Bert secretly waved me to come closer to his wheelchair. He bent down and made me promise never ever to let on to my brother that he’d told me but – he whispered and helpfully flicked his eyes and pointed – if I looked in the teapot I would find him hiding in there. I tiptoed over and whipped off the top …

In my early years he talked to me about God, right and wrong, the Bible, suffering, politics, communism, government, doctors, good people and bad people in the village, and about animals who knew far more than we humans often thought. He was opinionated, irascible, quick to be kind himself and easily cantankerous. He loved to laugh and he was, not surprisingly, often depressed. He loved a challenging exchange, a good disagreement, and above all he enjoyed having the last word. Indeed he always saw that he got it. We all left his bedroom to a Parthian shot.

How lucky I was in my first teacher. Uncle Bert told you things, which is what teachers should do (and increasingly do not); he was ‘there’ for me, lying or sitting on his bed, until I was seven (when my father was made a headmaster of a primary school and we moved down the A38 to a north Bristol suburb). On one of Uncle Bert’s good days my brother and I sometimes pushed him round the lanes in his wheelchair. By turns witty and stern, he pointed out things in nature that we might miss.

Though not a professionally trained teacher, like his sisters and brothers-in-law, Uncle Bert was a natural, a man who was interested in everything himself and wanted to transfer that interest to the young. He saw me, I believe, as a pupil as well as his nephew. He saw me first as blotting paper, then as a sounding board and finally as a person with a tongue and a mind of his own. His bed was his classroom, his garden and the lanes around Berkeley were his Lake District, and like Wordsworth, he was my guide and mentor.

Because he had not spent much time in work (as a young man he was briefly a clerk on the railways) he was idealistic and, I suppose, unworldly. As a result, he did not offer you compromises or grey areas. He told the truth, which could often make him uncomfortable company, as most of us tell lies some of the time and often far more than we like to admit even to ourselves. He was, as my Aunty Joan always said, as straight as a die.

He told me the Parables. He had read the Bible, every word of it, twice. I know this as a fact because he did not lie and he told me he had read it twice – not skim reading, real reading, go-on-then-and-ask-me-about-it reading. Many people claim to have read the Bible. Many people claim to have read Spenser. Many people claim to have read Salman Rushdie. Ask most of those who claim to have read the Bible or Spenser or Salman Rushdie to tell you anything in detail about the Bible or Spenser or Salman Rushdie and I find they’re usually off looking for another drink.

In his book The Philosophy of Teaching (1980), John Passmore describes the many faces of the modern English teacher in the following way:

The English teacher is commonly expected to inculcate certain habits of a formal kind, as well as certain intellectual habits … he is expected to train certain capacities … he is expected to encourage such of his pupils as exhibit an inclination to be writers; he is expected to cultivate in his pupils a particular form of critical attitude, a capacity to distinguish the good from the pretentious … he is expected to arouse in them a particular form of enthusiasm … He is held responsible for their personal development and social competence … Not surprisingly he is often overwhelmed by the magnitude of his task.



Much of that rings true, and many of those Protean expectations – particularly on the moral and social side – began for me with the example of my uncle.

Take personal development and social competence. He had haemophilia. I, as a male in the family, could have been similarly afflicted, but was not. Without making a meal of it, listening to and watching Uncle Bert introduced me to, and made me think about, the random cruelty and injustice of life. Fate had dealt him a rotten hand (which he never mentioned) but he did tell me that ‘Handicapped people are usually shunned.’ He said it was a natural reaction but it could be easily overcome. Decency and good manners required you to overcome your instinctive reaction; thinking of the spirit of the person within that disabled body ensured you did. People, in his view, either looked away or moved away from the disabled not from unkindness but from embarrassment. When, some years later, he had a battery-driven chair and used to travel around the district to watch local football matches he noticed that the other spectators always drifted away from the place on the touchline where he stopped to watch. There was the same problem in nature, he said: on our walks around the lanes he pointed out that the other animals always left the odd one in the corner of the field. He told me never to feel superior but to say what I saw, to read, to be brave (if I could), to climb trees, to be fearless in my questioning and to face unpalatable truths. He suggested I read the Bible but did not bother about the Church.
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