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THE HIDDEN ROADS


Kevin Crossley-Holland is a well-known poet and translator of Anglo-Saxon, a librettist, and a reteller of myth, legend and folktale, as well as a historical novelist for children. He won the Carnegie Medal for Storm and his Beowulf, with Charles Keeping, is a contemporary classic. His bestselling Arthur trilogy has been translated into 24 languages and sold over one million copies worldwide. The first volume, The Seeing Stone, won the Guardian Children’s Fiction Prize. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, a patron of the Society for Storytelling and an Honorary Fellow of St Edmund Hall, Oxford.


Praise for The Hidden Roads:


‘Evocative snippets of recollection and reflection, bound together with an amiable understanding of the power of the past, together with a good dose of self-mockery … There are hidden roads leading to crucial perceptions, to ancestral illuminations, to the deepest connection with earlier times and ancient places.’ Irish Times


‘Crossley-Holland, whose prose is as limpid as his poetry, warmly evokes a picture of daily privileged life in Britain that now seems sadly far away … It is a pleasure to read.’ The Tablet


‘The Hidden Roads sees his extraordinary talent applied to the chalk hills of Buckinghamshire … a loving recreation of the middle-class 1950s world.’ Independent


‘A singularly intriguing autobiography.’ School Librarian
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for my sister Sally
with love









Hrisebyrgan be cilternes efese: the brush-covered hills by the Chiltern eaves.


East Risborough Charter, AD 903


No concerts or lantern lectures, not even the fairy stories of Hans Andersen and the Brothers Grimm, were as entertaining and interesting to my sister and me as when our mother was a little girl … She was awful. But our confidence in her goodness never wavered.


Winifred Beechey, The Rich Mrs Robinson


Life without memory is no life at all … Our memory is our coherence, our reason, our feeling, even our action. Without it, we are nothing.


Luis Buñuel, Memoirs


And that’s how we measure out our real respect for people – by the degree of feeling they can register, the voltage of life they can carry and tolerate – and enjoy … As Buddha says: live like a mighty river. And as the old Greeks said: live as though all your ancestors were living again through you.


Ted Hughes, writing to his son Nicholas, Letters of Ted Hughes
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Isn’t He Awful!


My first memory is of fury. I am two and alone in a room with a bawling baby in a pram. He is red-haired. In fact, everything about him is red – his face, his neck, his fingers, his toes. The longer he bawls, the redder he gets, and the redder he gets, the more angry I become.


I begin to shake the container of baby powder over him. A nursery snowfall. I shake it and shake it …


My second memory dates from much the same time, and it too is of fury.


I am with John, who is one year older than I am, and what he’s saying (whatever it was!) is making me more and more angry. I pick up his favourite toy, his ‘Noser Ark’, and throw it at him. I miss. The wooden ark stoves in. The animals slip and slide all over the varnished, honey-coloured floor.


The third of my very early memories is of trying to keep up with my mother as she long-legs it down a steep street, urging me to hurry ‘or else we’ll miss the bus’. I keep complaining that there’s something in my shoe, my foot’s hurting, I can’t go faster.


My mother told me that this happened when I was just three. What is in the toe of my right shoe is a toothpaste cap.


My fourth memory is the most detailed. It took place in London later in the same year, during a German air raid.


I am a page at the wedding of my godmother, and I’m wearing gold satin trousers.


Before the reception at a London hotel, my parents and I go up to our room, and they leave me alone in the bathroom ‘to cool down a bit’.


On the shelf above the wash-basin, there is a packet of Gillette razor-blades, each wrapped in oil paper. To while away the time, I undo them one by one. My mother finds me standing in the bath, surrounded by naked blades.


At the reception, I remember trotting around, offering guests pieces of wedding cake, and then sitting spellbound in front of the accordionist.


Somewhere outside, there is a loud bang (a V-1 or doodlebug). The accordionist stops playing, the wedding party freezes. It was as if we were at a children’s birthday party, playing statues, in which the first person to move is the loser. How long did everyone hold their breath? No more than two or three seconds, I suppose; but in my memory for ever. Now the accordion breathes again; it sings in the afterblast and the festivities resume, no doubt tempered and chastened.


I was born on Friday, 7 February 1941 in Richmond Lodge, a nursing home in Mursley in north Buckinghamshire. My mother was two weeks overdue and I arrived, she told me, at 10.55 a.m., ‘just in time for a late breakfast’. I weighed 7 lb 14½ oz.


The nurses at Mursley called me ‘the professor’.


‘Why?’ I asked my mother.


‘Because you looked so worried.’


My parents, however, called me Kevin (because my father was enamoured of the saint and the sound of that name) and then John (after the man who was supposedly my earliest known ancestor) and William (after my paternal grandfather, Frank William).


My mother’s father, however, suggested tongue-in-cheek my second name should be Benghazi, the Libyan town that exchanged hands several times during the Second World War and was wrested back from the Germans on the day I was born.


Safely home, I was parked in my pram in the little sloping garden under the greengage tree.


One of my mother’s friends peered into the pram, and very quickly pulled her head out again.


‘Oh!’ she said, shocked. ‘Isn’t he awful!’


Awful or not, I think I was healthy throughout my early childhood, but I had to wear shoes with built-up insteps. This is what Mr E. Flatow, M.Ch. Orth, FRCS, had to say:




TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN


KEVIN CROSSLEY-HOLLAND is suffering from knock knees and bilateral pes valgus. He requires stretchings of the knees, massage to the legs and foot exercises.





This splendidly terse, faintly absurd report anticipated later troubles.
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My Mother and Father


My mother, Joan Mary, was born on 3 April 1912, in Peatling Magna in Leicestershire, and she was an only (and lonely) child. According to her ‘Progress Book’, her eyes were ‘chameleonic mostly hazel’ and her hair was silky, light brown and curly. She first stood ‘quite alone’ on 17 May 1913, ‘never ailed a day’ during the cutting of her teeth, and early inherited the peculiarity of ‘saying “hm” like all Cowpers when addressed’! The first poem she learned to recite was ‘Pussy cat, pussy cat, where have you been?’


My mother’s dynamism, organisational skills and well-developed business sense she shared with her mother, Mary Bourne Collard; from her father, Claude Cowper, a general practitioner in Leighton Buzzard, she inherited quick wit – my father nicknamed her ‘Funny’ – and a sense of fair play.


Through her father, she was one-quarter Irish, but while she relished her descent from the Keoghs and Swinneys and Vere de Veres, she was firstly and proudly a child of middle-class Middle England and generations of farming stock. She delighted in the fact that one of her Collard forebears had ridden third in the formidable and dangerous Aylesbury Steeplechase (first run in 1836), that included a ‘rattling good jump of 18 feet of naked water’.


My mother had a Roman nose, and her expressive eyes had a way of suddenly darkening. She often happily speculated whether Jewish blood had also entered the family’s veins.


Although her own mother was a keen watercolourist, my mother’s artistic achievement was of a different order. At the Central School of Art she studied under Dora Billington and, when she was twenty-five, began a highly promising career as a designer at Doultons art pottery in Lambeth. Her lovely, salt-glazed earthenware and stoneware, simple and generous and strong, won significant praise, and she was on four occasions a bronze or silver medallist of the Turner’s Company. In January 1938, she showed off her skills on television, and the north Bedfordshire newspaper noted that she was ‘the first local lady to appear in a television programme’, and that ‘many people gathered to watch the demonstrations in Messrs Griffin Bros. Showrooms, and were astonished to find the pictures and the voice so real’.


Writing a poem about the pottery made by Anasazi women, precursors of the Navajo and of twentieth-century potters such as Mary Martinez, I also had in my mind my mother’s work:




pots proud-breasted and wide-hipped,


pot-bellied pots like melons and gourds,


ample, kind and porous.


Cream slip,


black slip,


orange on sepia,


mouth-wide, womb-wide


round as this poor planet


we make, and break … *





My father, Peter, was four years younger than my mother. When, at the age of twenty-three, he graduated from the Royal College of Music where he had studied under John Ireland – ‘J. I.’, my father always called him – and won the Folie Prize for composition, it was also a prize for persistence. When my father had wanted to read Music at St John’s College, Oxford, his father Frank refused to support him on both social and economic grounds. ‘I have plans for my two sons,’ he used to announce to his friends. ‘I want them to qualify in two professions each – medicine and law.’ So my father dutifully but resentfully read Medicine first instead.


My father was handsome in a Rupert Brooke kind of way; he had bright and merry blue eyes; he was a dreamer, as often as not listening to conversation with his eyes closed; he was gentle; he was philosophical, and later followed Ouspensky before turning to Vedanta and a guru in India; he was a contextualiser, a reconciler, who would go the long way round to avoid a scrap; he was a woman’s man.


My parents’ wedding in All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, on 30 September 1939, was reported in the local paper as being ‘the biggest social event in the district for many months – certainly since the war began’. My mother ‘looked really lovely in a gown of flowing cream satin, with cream Brussels lace veil framing her face, and a bouquet of arum lilies. At the heart-shaped neckline of the gown glimmered a diamond pendant, the gift of her mother.’ The same paper faithfully described the outfits of many guests (‘a black silk two-piece, the hip-length coat bordered with silver fox, and matching black cavalier hat … black edge-to-edge coat over powder-blue flannel, with black veiled hat … black, with a floral frock and multicoloured spotted veil on her black hat …’). It also recorded that my spirited, forceful mother ‘created a precedent’ by electing to speak at her own wedding.


As a sort of dowry, Claude Cowper generously gave the newlyweds the hillside cottage of Crosskeys in the village of Whiteleaf, just above the spring line in the Chilterns. My father set about enlisting in one of the armed services and, with characteristic wholeheartedness, my mother relinquished her life as a potter. Eight months later, she was pregnant.


In actuality, my father tried to enlist in all three services, but was ruled out in each case because of a gastric ulcer. This complaint became seriously troublesome during and after the war years, but I was still aware that my father had been as much relieved as disappointed at his reprieve, and vaguely ashamed that he had not ‘done his bit’.


When I was ten, one of my friends hit me in the solar plexus.


As we both emerged simultaneously from the stalls, Simon sighed and said with a beatific smile, ‘Ahh! The second best thing in the world.’


I wasn’t usually at a loss for words, but I didn’t know how to reply to this one. I’d never heard anyone describe defecation before, let alone in such glowing terms; and if this was indeed the second best, what was the first?


‘While I was sitting there,’ Simon went on, ‘I was wondering: what did your father do in the war?’


This was the question I had long dreaded and prepared for.


I put my left forefinger to my lips. ‘Hush-hush!’ I said.


In front of the speckled mirror, Simon carefully organised his kiss-curl. ‘Wow!’ he said.


What surprises me is that my tissue-thin answers to questions such as Simon’s were never rumbled; what doesn’t surprise me is that my father never once tried to protect me, to arm me by giving me chapter and verse; and what I still feel is slightly resentful and rather suspicious.


Sometime in 1942, my father took up a post with the Ministry of Food first in Oxford and then in Colwyn Bay, and in 1943 he was appointed north-west regional director (in Manchester) of CEMA, the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts, forerunner of today’s Arts Council.


So he and my mother reluctantly left Whiteleaf for a while, and moved first to North Wales, then to Whaley Bridge, and then to Wilmslow. At this last stop, my sister Sally joined the show. She was born in the Grosvenor Nursing Home in Heaton Moor, Stockport, on 24 January 1944, with eyes as blue as my father’s, and was actually christened Zara (after my father’s Romany great-grandmother, Zara or Sarah Tansey), Irene (after my father’s mother), Mary (after my mother’s mother).


‘Sally on weekdays, Zara on Sundays,’ my mother said. But that intention was largely observed in the breach.
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Crosskeys


The theatre in which I played out my daily dreams, terrors, intense excitements, imaginings was in and around Crosskeys. Standing at the top of Westfield Road, it was penny-plain, steeply-roofed, built in the thirties, with half an acre of garden and a half-acre field at the bottom of which my father had dug two large vegetable plots. Hard work this was. As Clare Leighton wrote in Four Hedges, ‘Its soil is chalk; its flower beds are pale grey. Dig into it just one spit, and you reach, as it were, a solid cement foundation.’ Immediately behind the cottage rose Whiteleaf Hill and, cut out of its turf, the shining chalk cross, flanked by dense, ancient, luminous beechwoods.


When we returned to Crosskeys after the war ended, my sister Sally and I slept on bunk beds in the ground-floor nursery. I was on top, and played the pocket-general.


There, Sally and I lay and listened to my father retelling traditional tales, sometimes accompanying himself on his Welsh harp. An Anglo-Saxon half-line, singan ond secgan (to sing and say), suggests a way of reciting that is pitched but not melodic, and that’s how my father told us stories: he sang-and-said them.


My father introduced us above all to Celtic fairy-tales: stories in which humans often have to observe rules and conditions set by fairyfolk and, when they fail to do so, pay the price of disrespect.


One of our favourites was the tale of Joan, the West Country farm-woman enlisted as a midwife! A small dark man rides her up to a hill-farm where his wife has just given birth, and when Joan disobeys his instructions and smears a little ointment intended for the baby on to her own right eyelid, she immediately sees that the woman and her dark husband are fairyfolk. Later, Joan spots the fairy man in the local market, stealing fruit:




‘You can see me then?’ said the little man.


Joan nodded.


‘Which eye, Joan?’ asked the little man, smiling.


Joan covered her left eye. She covered her right eye.


‘This one,’ she said.


The little dark man raised a hand and lightning flashed in Joan’s right eye, a searing dazzle and then shooting stars and then complete darkness.


‘That’s for meddling!’ cried the little man. ‘That’s for taking the ointment, Joan! You won’t be seeing me again.’*





I read this tale now as a metaphor. We all live in the material world, and yet we all relish the yeast of imagination. We need both eyes. As a boy, I never doubted for one moment that there were lives and forces and presences around me: fairyfolk and wodwos in the beechwoods; the black dog Shuck, large as a donkey, roaming along the Norfolk saltmarshes where my grandparents lived; ghosts in the churchyard … That I would seldom or perhaps never see them made them no less real.


When we grew drowsy and my father slipped out – I never heard him step with a heavy tread in all his life – the burnt-orange tigers on the green canvas draw-down blind came to life. The blind itself trembled in the draught that flowed in around the window-frames, and the branches of the overgrown elder-bush tap-tapped at the window.


While I lay between waking and sleeping, my father sometimes sat down at his piano. I used to think the wide, strong, rising chords he began with (as a way of flexing his fingers and as an alternative to scales, maybe) were like stanchions or the feet of a great bridge straddling dangerous, dark water:




at nights I heard


you play – while you charmed babeldom I slept*





While my father was an imaginative storyteller, my mother was a witty raconteur, and she often used to fascinate, amuse and slightly scare me with Scenes from a Provincial Doctor’s Life. Adjoining his surgery, she told us, her father had a whole room packed out with his medical instruments. She described them one by one, and in my febrile mind they became medieval torture weapons. Her father, she said, used to pick woodworm out of the oak beams with one of his hypodermic needles.


How often since then, when having my blood tested or being inoculated, have I wondered whether the needle might be blunt.


I was three when I watched my father carve a Christmas turkey, a great luxury in wartime, and I had no doubt that the carving-knife had come straight from the surgery.


‘I don’t like this fish,’ I complained as soon as I’d tasted a mouthful.


At the top of our cottage’s short, steep staircase there were two rooms, each with slatted, white wooden doors and black latches and locks.


My parents slept in the room on the left, and to begin with they shared a double bed. When I was nine, I graduated from the nursery to the room on the right.


My bedcover was a crimson blanket, and I still have it. It’s ragged and full of holes, but I still can’t bring myself to throw it away.


‘A war-blanket,’ my mother told me. ‘Surplus stock. They dyed them this colour so you couldn’t see the bloodstains.’


A little door in my upstairs bedroom led into the L-shaped space under the rafters we called the attic. Sally and I could just about stand up in it; my mother and father had to proceed on all fours.


The attic smelt of all the cooking-apples my mother laid out there; it was where overwintering hyacinth patiently bided their time. It was packed with memorabilia and the kind of junk that, because of its associations, is very difficult to chuck out.


Sally and I spent a great deal of time in there. It was our indoor hideaway, and a crossing-place between now and before. Just inside the door was an open cardboard box containing our hideous gas-masks. Years passed; the masks remained …


My mother told me about the Korean War (fought between 1950 and 1953 and still not officially over), and in particular about the killing of so many of the Gloucester Regiment.


Her gravity and sense of loss must have impressed themselves deeply on me and, lying under my crimson blanket, I had a recurring dream. The essentials were that I was walking out into desolate wilderness between the two facing armies, and calling out to them. In the name of children, children everywhere, I called on them, I begged them to make peace.


Such terrors, such imaginings … such memories. ‘Our memory is our coherence,’ Luis Buñuel wrote, ‘our reason, our feeling, even our action.’


One night when I was seven, I was basking in the bath and my mother was sitting on the laundry-box beside me. We must have been talking about remembering and forgetting, and my mother asked me, quite urgently, ‘Do you want to remember this place and this moment?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘For ever?’


‘How?’


‘By wanting to.’


I squirmed round to look at her over my right shoulder.


‘By deciding to. By wanting to so much that there’s nothing in your head and heart except this room, the window steamed-up, remember, this stool, look, your yellow towel, the square soap, you, me, these words …’


In her clearing of the mind and her focus, I suppose my mother was advocating something close to mindfulness. Elective memory! Over the years, I have often made use of it.
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Whiteleaf Cross


Cut out of a hill all but eight hundred feet high, the bright beacon of Whiteleaf Cross is almost two hundred feet tall and as many feet across, and you can see it from very many miles away. In all likelihood, it was a prehistoric carving, possibly a phallus, ‘converted’ by medieval Benedictine monks. Christians have always been adept at baptising what they could not suppress.


On top of the hill was an oval Neolithic barrow, now dated to the thirty-seventh century BC, surrounded by wild raspberry bushes. And no more than two hundred yards in front of Crosskeys ran the astounding Neolithic track developed between BC 3000 and BC 1800 that begins its life as the Ridgeway in Wiltshire and Oxfordshire, vaults the Thames, and continues as the Upper and Lower Icknield Way through the Chilterns and up through Cambridgeshire into Norfolk:




Overseer of Epona and the fleet horses at Lambourn


the bigwigs in their hill-stations at Silbury and Chequers







Keeper of Dragon Hill and the craters on the bombing range


also the quaking grass the brome grass melilot and eyebright







Warden of the Og and the watercress beds and Goring Gap


the sarsens like dowdy sheep and dowdy sheep like sarsens







Custodian of the downs and brakes the strip lynchets and warrens


under the lapwing the glider’s wing spring of yellow-hammers.*





Up and down and up and down! Sally and I knew each square foot of the Cross, especially its philtrum, and we regarded it as our own.


Once, we returned from holiday to find it crawling with boy scouts whose summer task it was to weed it and edge it. I was incensed; they were trespassers.


‘Look at it, though!’ my mother exclaimed. ‘Gleaming!’


In my heart and mind, Whiteleaf Cross had always gleamed; and as the years pass, wherever I am, it still does.


In the beech-glade just over the top of the hill stood my climbing-tree. It was gnarled and knotted; and once I hid high up in it, terrified, while the village boys held a council of war below me. What will happen if they look up and see me? What will they do to me?


For years I’ve had a recurring nightmare of hiding in an oak chest in a room guarded by one Nazi. He is sitting on the far side of the room with a rifle between his knees. If I can be vigilant and the Nazi eventually falls asleep … but if I so much as move, let alone cough or sneeze …


And again: I run through the trees, and it’s not a comforting beechwood; it is a dark, spiky pine forest.


She is behind me, the witch. I can hear her panting growing louder and louder.


Just when I think there’s no hope, and she’ll catch me, I see a round tower, pencil-thin, very high. Salvation! I rush in through the door, and begin to climb the circular steps. Up, up!


But the witch follows me in. As I climb, it dawns on me that my salvation is my prison, closing round my ears. There is no way back – only round and round and on and up. And at the top …


Up! Up these saucer steps!


I can hear her shallow breathing.


This is when I wake up.


This Hansel-and-Gretel-and-Rapunzel nightmare! This night-hag: she has regularly reappeared and chased and frightened me throughout my life.


Up in my climbing-tree, I felt the same freezing terror.


But there, I carved my initials. There, we whiled away the time with friends. And there, Sally and I sat and bounced on the stooping branch so supple that one moment our feet swept the ground, the next we were six feet off it.


The beechwoods were full of secret places, and after Bruce, our bull-terrier, had joined the family when I was six and Sally three, we were allowed to roam for hours at a time in a manner almost unthinkable now:




This is the path I’ll take today.







This is the stile


where once and only once


I found white violets


that straddles the path I’ll take today.







And this is the stump of a pollarded willow:


it gave six poles to build the stile


where once and only once


I found white violets


that straddles the path I’ll take today.*





Standing on that stile, clutching white violets, Sally and I used to yell across the spacious valley to Bledlow Ridge (properly Bledlow Cop but we called it Ridge), all of three miles away. Mysteriously, our voices came back to us, distorted and disembodied.


Sometimes, Sally or I returned home without the other; and when this happened, Bruce had been trained to go and search for us.


‘Go and find Kevin!’ my parents instructed him. Or else: ‘See Sally!’


Away Bruce galloped, barking and searching, never coming back without one or other of us in tow. It seemed unremarkable then. As young children, we take such wonders as everyday, and turn the everyday into wonders.


A few years ago, I was talking to the top year in a primary school. I put an apple on the table in front of them.


‘Don’t tell me it’s green and round,’ I said. ‘I can see that. What else can you tell me about this apple?’


Silence. And then one girl cautiously volunteered, ‘It’ll cry if you bite it.’


Another said: ‘It’s freckled.’


And another: ‘And speckled.’


And a fourth: ‘It’s like a sphere.’


‘What else?’ I asked.


Silence. And then a fifth girl ventured, ‘Well, it’s got these pips inside it.’


‘What are they like?’ I asked.


‘Dark.’


‘They’re hidden, aren’t they?’


‘I’ve got it!’ the girl said excitedly. ‘They’re like secrets.’


Isn’t this eye, not looking but seeing, and isn’t this ear, not listening but hearing, what underlies the Native American belief that each stick and stone in our universe has its own voice? And isn’t it precisely this seeing eye, this focus, that lies at the heart of my mother’s bathroom-words about desire, specificity and memory?


Wherever Sally and I roamed, we tended to gravitate – or, rather, levitate – to the hilltop before returning home.


When I was nine and becoming increasingly interested in archaeology, I began to kick over the new molehills there (as I still do, wherever I am), hoping to find a potsherd or, better, a coin.


And then Sally and I would stretch out on the springy, cropped turf or else sit side by side, Bruce panting beside us, our legs dangling over the top of the Cross.


In front of us lay the most magnificent, vast dreamscape, called by the painter John Nash ‘the finest view in the south of England’. Field by field and hedge by hedge, house by house, almost tree by tree, Sally and I used to piece it and plot it – south-west towards Bledlow and the smoking cement-works at Chinnor; west, beyond Thame towards Oxford; north across to Aylesbury.


Here on the hilltop is where I first began to understand that, in the novelist Peter Vansittart’s words, ‘England is an old house packed with memories’. And trying to imagine what it would have been like to have lived here generations or even centuries ago, I closed my eyes and opened my eyes and began to remove elements I knew not to be ancient: council estates, the cement-works, the railway lines with their toy steam engines and brown-and-green carriages, flashing greenhouses …


Often and again, as not only the distance but the whole world started to turn blue, my reverie was interrupted by the insistent ringing of a bronze Alpine cowbell I still keep in the bedroom in case of emergency. Hundreds of feet below, my mother had come out of the cottage into our little garden and, standing beside our Alpine rockery, she was summoning us home.


Now and then we rebelled against my mother and father because of their endless rules, many of which we thought unnecessary or unfair. When I was seven and Sally four, I decided I’d had enough. I persuaded my sister it was time to leave home.


How easily children take actions all the more drastic because they do not anticipate consequence. Sally and I both packed small, shiny brown leather suitcases and hid them under our beds. At dusk, we slipped out of the cottage and hid in the lower field.


There, we sat on our suitcases because the grass was already dew-damp. We ignored my mother’s calls and her clanging cow-bell.


As soon as it was decently dark, we scuttled a few yards down the lane to our next-door neighbour, Miss Lloyd, trusting that she would understand and take us in for the night, and help us to make a getaway early next morning.


My mother’s response was robust and practical. As soon as we had got dressed the next morning: ‘Now why don’t you go and pick some wild strawberries to put on your porridge?’ And my father was entirely calm. He too talked of something else, as if nothing untoward had happened. Then he retreated into his study, and played pacific, arching chords on his baby grand piano. Only later, I suppose, did our parents discuss with us what we had done, and I have no memory of it, but this small rebellion must have put them on their mettle and shocked them.
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Birthday Parties


I have been thinking about Edmund Waller, a gentle, fair-haired boy with whom I went to school up to the age of nine. He and I were friends, and I remember my mother driving Sally and me through the winter dark and through patches of cold mist to his birthday party.


When my mother and Sally and I disembarked and waded through the waves of mist, Edmund and his father came out of the house to meet us. Mr Waller invited Sally and then me to peer through a glass porthole no larger than a small roll of Scotch tape in the left of the two grey stone gateposts.


We found ourselves looking into a little brightly lit room inside the post. It was decorated, furnished like a room in a doll’s house, with two children in it, the boy fair-haired like Edmund, two adults …


Was this a scene from a folk-tale? Or purely imaginary? Or were the Waller family holding themselves up to the light? I was fascinated, and I remember stealing out of the house when the party was in full swing to have another long look. In a poem for children, I noted that this ‘world inside the world’ lacked any changing tide, and that uncertainty and flux are preconditions of beauty:




… I want change, I want choice:


the unpredictable throw of the dice,


the fluctuating human voice,


and sweet and sour, and hot and cold.


Whatever the price,


give me this unfinished world.*





At Whiteleaf my parents devised and did the legwork for a series of stupendous birthday parties for Sally and me. Some were treasure hunts, some were paperchases, and they all took place over an extended area and were designed to ensure their participants returned muddy, well exercised, with specimens to show and tales to tell, just in time for tea in the fading light.


The centrepiece of these birthday teas was a cake pieced together by my mother with infinite care during the preceding days. Her masterpiece was an enormous battleship, complete with gun turrets and the like, all of it iced sombre blue-grey.


I was never enamoured of war-toys, though so much of our play, I realise, was about war – time-bombs, bases, cowboys and Indians – and during the war the whole Vale of Aylesbury had been peppered with airfields at Booker and Halton, Haddenham and Cheddington and Thame; but my war-cake was the envy of boys for miles around, and everyone took home an extra helping of it neatly wrapped in a paper serviette.


The impact of these birthday parties has lasted all my life. I’ve organised the same sort of chases for my own children, and invited adults to treasure hunts. Quite often, as a writer, I have used an object, such as a key or an old bone comb, as the cornerstone for a story, and at one party I asked my guests to bring back an ancient object, and tell us all a convincing story about it – a mission triumphantly achieved by one well-known poet who returned from the banks of the Thames at Greenwich, as scruffy as a twelve-year-old, with what may or may not have been a Roman tile.


What parties! The years pass, and over and over again, one image reassembles itself, unbidden.


It is my twelfth birthday, and my treasure-hunt partner Ann and I are standing in an utterly silent beechwood. Around us, there are lean, smooth, grey-green torsos. Under our feet, the ground is springy with mast, dead leaves, twigs. Over our heads, the arms and fingers of the trees reach out and interlock.


We have come this far, following scraps of red rag tied by my parents to low branches, arrows chalked on the tree trunks.


This far was easy enough, but where now? Where next? Have we missed a sign? And where is everyone else?
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In the Beechwoods


At weekends, home from London, my father often took Sally and me for long walks in the beechwoods.


Together, we springheeled down King’s Street, a green nave flickering with light, a hollow road layered with fallen leaves that is mentioned in the Monks Risborough charter of AD 903. And there we speculated about who the king might have been, and first learned the useful mnemonic, ‘Willie, Willie, Harry, Ste, Harry, Dick, John, Harry 3’, and so on. I remember thinking our king must have had a huge army of followers to wear the track down until it was actually sunken.


Each year my father paid a fee of £1 to the Hampden Estate for the privilege of bringing home as much firewood as he could carry, an arrangement that had a feudal ring to it.


Time and again, Sally and I – sometimes in tandem – dragged huge branches down the hill, and once straight down the middle of the Cross. To begin with, the challenge was its own reward; but sometimes the branches were heavy, slimy and fungus-ridden, and then it was as much as we could do to cart them home.
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