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To Em








Travel makes one modest: one sees what a tiny place one occupies in the world.


Gustave Flaubert










Introduction


It was 1954. Britain was exhausted and broke. Rationing was only just coming to an end. Floods had killed hundreds. Travel abroad was unusual.


It seems astonishing now but we took our car, a Ford Consul, with us on the plane from Lydd airfield in Kent. Father wore a flat tweed cap, his usual tweed jacket and brown leather brogues. My mother, gaily dressed, had the twinkle in the eye of a woman ready to zoom along a corniche on the Med. I was in grey shorts, an Aertex shirt and Clarks shoes; my older sister Auriol in pigtails and a summer frock. Our luggage was a few leather suitcases squeezed into the boot. Father drove the Consul into the nose of the Bristol Freighter to join two other vehicles. This was an adventure for anyone, let alone an impressionable young boy. The passengers sat behind the cars while the aircrew climbed a ladder to the flight deck above us. The plane was noisy and shuddered horribly; a friend remembers his own Bristol Freighter flight across the Channel being draughty and cold until his mother stuffed a handkerchief into the hole in the floor.


As we drove out of the tiny Le Touquet airport we came to a halt – and waited. Before and aft there were other cars, unperturbed; no bleating of horns, no curses. My father ambled down the road to see what was up and reported that a lorry driver had stopped in the middle of the road for a pee. My mother told us ‘He is just being French’ – a hint that France would be different in unexpected ways. Something in me thrilled to the idea.


My parents later took us often to France and I was enchanted by the village scenes: a café/bar, a pissoir, the mairie, the shabby Hôtel de Sport, the pétanque pitch. La France profonde was visible everywhere and I revelled in it. My mother had once loved a Frenchman, and she taught me to love his Loire. Later travels revealed to me the canal system, Burgundian villages, Norman farms, cycling in the Vosges, the châteaux of the Dordogne, walking in the Luberon. I was hooked.


Spain worked its magic on me too, starting as a teenager with an evening of raw flamenco. The country villages later revealed wooden barrels of wine in rows, the Guardia Civil wearing strange three-cornered helmets, old men on drooping, heat-drenched donkeys. All were the backdrop to a developing fascination.


Italy was a late discovery, but no less intense for that. Hurtling from one medieval town to another as a tour manager, in a heady confusion of history and astonishment, I relished newly revealed differences, layer unpeeling from layer. A familiar place might emerge freshly understood.


I found the tourism industry to be a shallow beast that turns a blind eye to its own excesses: Ronald Reagan’s famous description of the American public – as a small child keen to absorb everything at one end and oblivious to the results at the other end – could be said to apply. Years later, in 2007, I read a brochure for a company called Airtours, advertising a round-the-world flight: twenty-three days, ten countries. There was a glowing passage about the virtues of the trip: ‘The airline is currently tailoring a special in-flight menu with meals reflecting the local dishes of the countries visited.’ Local food at its best, of course, and all at a cost of about seventeen tonnes of carbon emitted per person.


Our books set out to open eyes to the special places and special people that provide nourishing, and less destructive, travel. My dismay at the ravages of tourism has been tempered by the delight people have taken in those books.


These are stories of our search for people ploughing their own furrows: a mix of travellers’ tales, stories from the front line of my publishing experience, ruminations and reflections about places, people and ideas. I explore, too, the value of travel. Laurence Sterne, the Irish author of A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy, suggested that we travel for one of just three reasons: imbecility of mind, infirmity of body, or inevitable necessity. One might add envy, curiosity – or just too much bloody rain at home. Escape, in other words. But there are positive things such as intellectual and cultural hunger, the longing to be with people who do things differently.


The man who fired my further curiosity was H. V. Morton. He was a matchless story-teller, weaving a little history into whatever he observed. A ginger cat slinking across a piazza in Venice in pursuit of a pigeon might remind him of a ginger-haired doge malevolently stalking a rival. A chat with an old man in a café would trigger memories of an elderly pretender to the Spanish throne who had died drinking chocolate. He encouraged his readers to look up and notice details on a building while he painted its colourful history. We are now so focused on the present, and on ourselves, that our landscape of people and places is no longer populated by the events and characters of previous centuries. Our cultural references have, I think, shrunk. So I still treasure H. V. Morton.


Our language, too, was once more evocative. Read a travel brochure to see what I mean. Robert Macfarlane, author of The Old Ways: A Journey on Foot, has sought out the regional language that once added colour and nuance to everyday things. In Landmarks, he wrote: ‘it is clear that we increasingly make do with an impoverished language for landscape. A place literacy is leaving us. A language in common, a language of the commons, is declining. Nuance is evaporating from everyday usage, burned off by capital and apathy.’ Macfarlane discovered, to his delight, hundreds of ‘lost’ words that might be revived – such as ‘zwer’, an Exmoor term for the noise made by a covey of partridges taking flight. Many of us can add our own. But to his shock, he learned that the Oxford University Press had deleted life-enhancing words from its Junior Dictionary that it considered irrelevant to a modern-day childhood, including ‘acorn, adder, ash, beech, bluebell, buttercup, catkin, conker, cowslip, cygnet, dandelion, fern, hazel, heather, heron, ivy, kingfisher, lark, mistletoe, nectar, newt, otter, pasture and willow’.


The words taking their places included ‘attachment, block-graph, blog, broadband, bullet-point, celebrity, chatroom, committee, cut-and-paste, MP3 player and voice-mail … For blackberry, read BlackBerry.’


The richer our imaginations and the language we have to set them free, the richer our travel experience. We British do things one way, the Spaniards another; there are unlimited ways of doing everything. Kindness is found everywhere, and in unexpected places, as is eccentricity. Eccentrics are an endangered species and need as much protection as does the house sparrow.


I have also written of my pre-publishing careers: teaching, politics, environmental campaigning, organic agriculture, volunteer teaching abroad and the travel business. Some of them were short – as with Oxfam’s disaster relief team, and with Ugandan refugees for the Quakers – but they helped shape me. For a year Em and I ran a four-pupil home school, and I have entangled myself in a host of other projects. Em, Toby and Rowan have been wonderfully tolerant, though this book has, perilously, revealed to them quite how much fun I have had. Continuous threads have been a quest for purpose and the pursuit of unusual ideas. Sometimes others followed me, but often they have just looked on bemused.


I write about my gradual awakening to the fragility of everything we love. Every visit to Europe, to rural Britain, reveals loss – whether of woodland, flora, fauna, views or silence. We have become used to change, used, for example, to massive loss of wildlife since the Second World War. We forget our own role in it and must learn. Another writer who made me look more deeply into the shrinking pond that is our countryside is Roger Deakin, who swam his way across England through every pool, river, stream and pond he encountered.


I have fought many campaigns and admire those, like Greenpeace activists, who have risked life and limb. I have tried to be, in the words of George W. Bush, a ‘pitbull on the pant leg’ of environmental idiocy. From whaling to recycling, nuclear energy to organic farming, I have spoken, written, urged and argued – rarely with visible success. Those with money and power do not let go of it willingly, and never has there been such concentration of both.


Like so many of my age, I see how little I have achieved. I have climbed no mountains, discovered no rivers, created no great institutions, powered no legislation and changed hardly anything. Aware of the need for simplicity and contact with nature, yet fully plugged into the wider world, I am still angry. I have spent forty years trying to understand the mess we have made and making inadequate attempts to provide solutions.


One weekend in September 2016 I camped on Dartmoor with thirty others, on a course run by two young civil servants alarmed at their disconnection from the natural world. Most of us were flagging in our working or personal lives. We were fired up by the prospect of re-ignition, and we got it.


We handed in our mobile phones, which were put in a locked box. Tents were pitched among beeches that soared high above us, their trunks as smooth and grey as elephants’ skins. The stream, clean from the moor, gave us all our water. After a surprise gin and tonic, supper was served around the camp fire. We talked of nature, our weakening contact with her and of how vital it was to regain it. We discussed the pitiful plight of our wildlife. When had we last seen a sparrow? We swung into the trees on a long rope. Through listening, walking and playing we slowed down. None of us wanted our phones back.


The day after leaving the camp, I was dragged – against all my instincts – into a vast supermarket, a brightly lit temple to consumerism near Penzance, and wandered from aisle to aisle in confusion. At a point where the aisle stretched mockingly away from me, I gave up, close to tears of rage. The gulf between the community among the beeches and where I stood was unbearable.


When we travel we follow a single line between A and B. This book follows a wandering path through my life and cannot see, over the hedges, most of the people who have mattered to me. I hope they will understand.


We once had a well-educated and eccentric tramp living with us. He was a gifted traveller. Learning that the hedgerow flowers in North Wales would be at their finest that week, he set off from Bristol on his elderly bicycle, penniless and with no more than he was dressed in. He returned a fortnight later, a smile from ear to ear. I am still impressed.
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A Suffolk Childhood


There is a line in Laurie Lee’s poem ‘Home from Abroad’ that melts me at every reading. It is the last line of the last verse, which goes like this:






So do I breathe the hayblown airs of home,


And watch the sea-green elms drip birds and shadows,


And as the twilight nets the plunging sun


My heart’s keel slides to rest among the meadows.








I know that the countryside he loves is not East Anglia, but I cannot help thinking of the keel of my childhood’s dinghy sliding softly along the grey mud of the River Alde until it comes silently to a halt.


I grew up in Saxmundham, a Suffolk village which now looks far prettier than I remember it. All my childhood was spent there, in a wisteria-covered Georgian farmhouse with views across pasture to distant woods. A house can shape a childhood; ours was filled with gaiety, light and play, love and imagination. Places shape personalities, and Carlton Rookery’s optimism spread through me like a drop of indigo in water.


It was a comfortable, kindly world. My father, a country solicitor, deeply traditional and the son of a dentist from Weybridge, was the placid backdrop to our lives. How calm and kind he was is illustrated by his response to my first car accident. In the family’s Austin van I raced off to meet a friend five days after passing my driving test. Hurtling too fast around a corner, the van continued through and over the hedge and ended upside down in a field. Unhurt, I tramped across the field to a nearby farm and used their phone to ring my father, who was unfazed: ‘Don’t worry, old boy, I’ll be with you soon and you can go on in my car.’ I left him standing in the field awaiting the rescue truck, and was more affected by his gentleness than I would have been by a stern lecture.


I later discovered that there was more to his own father than mere dentistry. He kept a lady friend in a flat in London and experienced the classic philanderer’s disaster: a ball-gown intended for this lady sent home in error and unwrapped by his wife. She stormed out, and when she finally returned he was as putty in her hands. One day, coming back from London, perhaps after a tipple, he slipped under the train and lost an arm. He continued, with impressive panache, to practise as a dentist. We always thought his one-handed driving was immensely exciting, but his one-handed dentistry must have been even more so.


My mother was happy to play a traditional role but she must have strained at the rural Suffolk leash for she had a streak of daring and enjoyed unusual and maverick friends. So life at Carlton Rookery, already enriched by the company of my three sisters – Auriol, Dinx and Fiona – was given extra colour by a stream of guests and local characters. Mr Geeter was the only First World War survivor in the neighbouring village of Kelsale. Tiny, immaculate, and always with polished leather gaiters, he kept his pony and trap in our old stables and would take us trotting down to Saxmundham. In his cottage up the road, with its outside privy, there was always a welcome and perhaps a toffee from the tin on the mantelpiece. Next door was a mixed farm run by Mr Delf, who every morning led his cattle to pasture. Chickens perched upon cows, cats prowled, guinea fowl screeched and ducks waddled. I would often wander over just to be on the farm, soaking up the atmosphere. Now it is gone, sold to the Mormons, who have huge land holdings in East Anglia. Only a large concrete pad remains where a flourishing farm once stood. Many of the trees are gone too, and the fields opposite the house are sown with wheat. The stream running past Carlton Rookery, once constant, now flows only when it rains because the compacted soil structure around it cannot hold water as it used to.


It is a constant reminder of the calamity that is modern intensive farming: jobs gone, habitat gone, animals gone – a monoculture instead of a mixed field pattern, and heavy use of herbicides, pesticides and fertiliser. We the taxpayers subsidise this grim destruction by paying at least £2.5 billion a year for the external costs: cleaning up rivers, dealing with health impacts, supporting unemployment and thus enabling the big farmers to make a profit. It is the business model for an age of catastrophic environmental degradation and inequality.


Like so many of my generation, I have an idealised view of childhood. I can remember no unhappiness at home (though my sisters recall my mother’s wailing distress at my departure for prep school). On the wall in the lavatory was the Irish blessing, whose optimism and love sum up the mood in our house:






May the road rise up to meet you,


May the wind be always at your back,


May the sun shine warm upon your face,


The rain fall soft upon your fields,


And until we meet again


May God hold you in the palm of his hand.








The wider family – my mother’s three sisters and their many children – would spend holidays with us, for foreign travel was then exotic and rare. Summers were filled with picnics, barbecues on the Minsmere cliffs, sailing, reading on the lawn after lunch, playing kick-the-can and cocky olly. We had chickens and pigs, doves, dogs and a cat called Monty who, while usually unseen, once interrupted Sunday lunch with his foot dragging a mole-trap. Much of our food was grown in our garden and my mother made the most of life with a gaiety and sense of fun that were indomitable.


From the age of five to eight I was at a local school in Saxmundham run by the Misses Henderson and Partridge, both war spinsters. The sadness of those many women whose hopes of marriage had been dashed by the Great War hung over us all. I was warily fond of them, and of the pink satin bloomers that we could see beneath Henny Penny’s voluminous skirts as we lay reading on the floor after lunch. Those bloomers are my most vivid memory of that school.


I was then sent to a preparatory school near Norwich. Ketteringham Hall was a beautiful house in beautiful grounds, but the headmaster was a cruel, toad-faced man called Mr Rattles. He was supported by a tall, handsome Latin master, Mr Crowther, whose head of tightly curled white hair gave him a benign, paterfamilias look. They both delighted in beating us. Rattles would pronounce the punishment, and its execution was shared with Crowther.


At the corner of a courtyard was a little building that housed the school boiler. There I would be summoned to take my beating, entering the smelly, dark room with a giant boiler humming in the background. A smaller, throbbing pump served as the execution scaffold, building in my fluttering guts a sense of impending doom as the low throb fell into synch with my by now tightened heart. The pain was always intense, but I bore it with grim fatalism. Most of us did; what else were we to do? Three strokes were the norm for such crimes as talking after lights out; an extra fourth was dreaded, and six were reserved for serious crimes.


Once I was sent to select my own length of bamboo from one of the many clumps that decorated the stately garden, a cruelty that added to the punishment. One boy, condemned to this selection of his own instrument of torture, hid, weeping and terrified, in the garden all night rather than return with the cane. He became a bed-wetter, a grim burden to bear in a tightly knit boarding school.


Two incidents of harshness and injustice remain with me. I loathed pilchards, and still do, but they were a feature of school lunches. My solution was to wrap them in a handkerchief and smuggle them out of the dining room.


‘Sawday, I saw you slip something into your pocket. Empty it.’


‘It is a handkerchief, sir.’


‘Don’t lie to me, boy. Empty it out. So, I see you have stolen some of the school lunch. Wretched boy.’


There was a stunned silence in the room, then nervous chatter. ‘Silence, the rest of you, and line yourselves around the walls. Sawday must be taught to eat his lunch.’


The boys shuffled nervously towards the edge of the room. I was then beaten in front of them all, a bizarre ritualistic humiliation, and all for a couple of pilchards. Those email enquiries one receives before dinners and conferences – ‘Do you have any dietary requirements, sir?’ – I always respond to with ‘Yes: no pilchards, please.’


Mrs Rattles, however, wasn’t interested in punishment, an obsession of so many male teachers, and she became a heroine to us small boys for her wartime exploits in France. This small woman told us how, as a maquisarde, she had ambushed Germans in a night-time attack. I could imagine the scene only too vividly because I devoured cartoon books about the war, and the brandishing of Mrs Rattles’s revolver in class had an intoxicating effect on me. She could do no wrong, and I rather wished she would use the revolver on her dreadful husband. My longing to learn French from her was unquenchable and I sailed through our lessons. I also learned ballroom dancing from a music mistress whose bosom would send me into transports of delight. She would have a bath just across a tiny courtyard from our dormitory, but so far below us that I couldn’t see in. One evening I attached a mirror to a long bamboo pole. It worked! She came in, turned on the taps and went out again. But the windows quickly steamed up, so I hurtled in my pyjamas out of the dormitory, along a corridor, down some stairs and along another corridor into her bathroom, and frenziedly cleaned the windows. I returned to the dormitory and tried again. She entered the room in her dressing gown, excitement mounted – and the windows steamed up again.


Such incidents, and some kindly teachers, helped me to bear the cruelty. There is a supportive camaraderie among boys; the well-thrashed were briefly elevated to hero status. However, our society now better understands the impact on children of this sort of harshness and abandonment. Em has introduced me to the therapeutic concept of the wounded leader, a type commonly found at the head of organisations but so wounded that he or she never fully develops emotionally. We ‘abandoned’ children closed down emotionally at school in order to survive. I am, I confess, still shy of revealing vulnerabilities, but I am working on it – with Em’s encouragement. She can hardly wait for the improved version.


I recently met someone who had been sexually abused at Ketteringham and never really recovered. I wonder how many others suffered the same fate. Perhaps many, for soon after my departure the parents began to get wind of the beatings and abuse, withdrew their children and the school had to close. For years – even when both he and Mr Crowther were long since dead – I harboured longings to return and punch Mr Rattles. I had survived, I think, thanks to a strong sense of family. Yet my parents’ generation, who banished so many of us to boarding schools, had themselves been emotionally crippled by the deprivations and losses of war. Their own parents, too, had closed down emotionally after the Great War, unable to express its horrors. So the fifties – my childhood, following another war – existed in the wake of that period of sadness and unutterable loss.


Ketteringham also introduced me to nature’s curious ways. An annual event was the spring migration of thousands of mating toads (or frogs?) across the school courtyard. I had to step carefully lest I squash them underfoot, each one with another on its back, clinging on for dear life – or, rather, for dear love. They would get into the classrooms, and under desks. I was both delighted and disgusted by this invasion, but have seen nothing like it since, as both toads and frogs have been deprived of the ponds which once dotted the countryside. How I miss those ponds, each one a little world unto itself. There was an old one edged with bull rushes at the top of the hill above our Suffolk home, next to another farm. Frogspawn was a regular feature of the spring; every pond would fill with those glistening baubles of promise. We would take the tadpoles home in glass jars, but the cause of their decline was not us but agriculture itself, entering a post-war phase of intensification in a country shocked by near-starvation during the U-boat blockade. The rush was on to produce more, but it came at vast hidden cost: hare, water voles, beetles, butterflies, most farm birds and their predators. The slaughter was immense. Ponds were a waste of space if one could grow more crops by filling them in, and there were fewer farm animals needing a drink, let alone farm horses. So ponds were filled in or left to wither. Where were the frogs to breed?


The slaughter continues apace. Since the last war we have eliminated roughly half of our wildlife. A beautiful book, The Moth Snowstorm, has been written by Mike McCarthy, the former environment editor of the Independent, in which he rails about the loss. He suggests that our society should rebuild its image of itself, its narrative. We still think of the Earth as something to plunder, rather than as our home to be nurtured. He reminds us that decades ago a car journey would be hampered by blizzards of moths and other insects glued to the windscreen. What can be said about a society that calls itself civilised yet eliminates more than half its wildlife?


I am helpless when faced with the need to name a flower or a bird, but childhood experience of a richer wildlife doesn’t go away. I strolled this summer past that old pond and saw a clutch of poppies, some nettles and a scattering of wood pigeons in the vast fields of wheat. It was a thin pretense at nature. ‘Isn’t Suffolk a rural paradise?’ Well yes, but a faint reflection of what it once was. Reading Akenfield, Ronald Blythe’s story of an East Anglian village, is a reminder of our loss. As a young teenager I had cut hay with National Servicemen: sweating backs, the growing pile of hay on the cart being hauled up by the man on top of the pile, chaff in one’s eyes and ears, rabbits scudding across the fields, a stop for sandwiches in the heat and then more cutting and hauling. This scene survived until long after the war and I regret now the loss of local work, community, a sense of human pace. It was a hard life for many, but we have lost much more than we realise, including our autonomy and security. I commend, too, Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay by George Ewart Evans. East Anglia has produced many gifted literary observers of the rural scene, and painters too, such as John Nash, who was a close friend of Ronald Blythe.


The Suffolk countryside was the lens through which I would later see the world. All of us are shaped by minor events and encounters, and one such event for me was a long walk through the snow from Ketteringham to the neighbouring village of Wymondham to get bread for the school. The old word ‘crump’ is perfect for the sound the snow makes as one walks. The snow was deep and the cold intense, and I walked, those crumps breaking the silence, in a trudging line of small boys, each of us there to carry a load back for the others. This was April 1958, thirteen years after the war, and I don’t remember snow so late in the year since then. Weather patterns have altered, the climate is changing, and the memory of that trudge through the snow hardens my resolve to do something about it all.


At thirteen I was sent to Charterhouse, the handsome public school where my father had been. It is a curious survival, this dispatching of young boys, and now girls, to a school because of family tradition. I have hoped that society would move on, but the tradition has staying power, as have so many other bad ideas.


I settled well enough into Charterhouse. I liked my housemaster and many of the staff, and I am a peace-maker, so I conformed, becoming head of house and deputy head boy – enough to get by. But I was cooped up again; the rebel in me began to awake. For a time I slept in the Wingate dormitory, and Orde Wingate duly became one of my heroes. At Charterhouse he was disliked by his peers as difficult and non-conformist. Later, at Woolwich Academy, similarly disliked, he was summoned to a meeting of trainee officers, who had gathered to ‘show him’. They stood in two lines, each with a wet, knotted, towel. At the end of the lines was an ice-cold pool into which Wingate was to be thrown after a humiliating towel-whipping. About to be forcibly stripped, he slowly undressed and then strolled down between the lines of waiting trainees, eyeballing each as he passed. Untouched, he dived smoothly into the pool.


Wingate went on to help the Ethiopians rid their country of Italians, and accompanied Haile Selassie on his triumphal return to Addis Ababa. In the early forties he set up the Chindits to operate behind Japanese lines in Burma. Inspired by such tales, I joined the Scouts. Our leader was modest, tough and driven. He, Wilfrid Noyce, had been on the 1953 Everest expedition as part of the support team for Hillary and Tenzing’s last push to the top. Wilfrid died climbing in the Pamirs, exactly where he would have wanted to die. Curiously, George Mallory, another Charterhouse master, also died climbing – in the Himalayas. Traditional rumour at the school had it that scoutmasters were ‘gay’ and the boys wet and whimsical, but we enjoyed a freedom that the rest could only dream of: weekends in the Welsh mountains, canoeing down the River Wey in pursuit of Girl Guides, camping in the woods.


Another outlet for me was my treehouse, built in the Scout woods and with running water, a window, furniture and a few modest cons. Once this treehouse was built, another project beckoned.


‘Sir, do you have a bed-frame and mattress you can lend me?’


‘Sounds suspicious,’ said Mr Rowan-Robinson, my long-suffering housemaster. ‘What are you up to?’


‘I would like to create a peaceful revision place for my exams, sir.’


‘I don’t follow.’


‘I’ll lash the bed to the top of a tree, sir. In the Scout woods.’


‘Of course, why didn’t I think of that?’ he offered ironically.


The housemaster had a fine instinct for what made boys tick, and soon tracked down a spare bed. I hauled the mattress and bed-frame to the top of a tall tree on the edge of a valley in the school grounds. Lashed by its four corners, the bed swayed gaily with the breeze and collected 180 degrees of sunshine. It was a bucolic place to revise, in happy nakedness and entirely undisturbed. The sunshine browned me and I would return to school flushed with good health. I expect my friends thought I was cavorting with the girls from nearby Prior’s Field School, but up on my treetop bed I innocently read Molière, Racine, Cervantes, Unamuno and Lorca – all now forgotten but all, surely, influential on a teenage boy. The slow corrosion of my respect for authority and convention was encouraged, I like to think, by Molière. How he would rage against injustice, our bankers and our bureaucrats, our technocrats and regulators. ‘If everyone were clothed with integrity, if every heart were just, frank, kindly, the other virtues would be well-nigh useless for their chief purpose is to make us bear with patience the injustice of our fellow man.’


Perhaps that tree-top haven was an early sign that I needed to do my own thing. I co-founded in 2010 a tree-house company called Bower House. We built a luxurious treehouse in the gardens of Harptree Court, a Sawday’s B&B in the Mendips, and later built a five-room treehouse in a mighty oak by a pub in Devon. As well as being sustainable, treehouses appeal to something primitive, perhaps even prehensile, in man.


Down to Earth by John Stewart Collis is a book to inspire anyone to love trees and the natural world. Collis spent a year after the war thinning a fourteen-acre wood with the simplest of tools. His writing is a paean to trees and woodland, suffused with poetic and spiritual love. Our conquest of nature has, of course, resulted in near-defeat for civilisation. Collis learned his priorities while working in the woods. ‘That foxglove with its series of petal-made thimbles held up for sale to the bees, puts me at ease upon the subject of — progress. It is quite obvious that the foxglove cannot be improved … There is no point in our gazing raptly into the future for paradise if it is at our feet.’


For all its petty cruelties and rigidity, school did me little harm – other than emotional stiffness, perhaps – and nurtured my confidence. Indeed, when years later I was offered a teaching job at Charterhouse I seized the chance. The tree-top haven was still there.
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An American Spell


I left school with a place to read law at Oxford and an English Speaking Union scholarship to a school in the USA. I sailed on the RMS Queen Mary, wallowing in absurd and voluptuous comfort. Arriving at Tabor Academy in Massachusetts I was met by a wall of ice-cold January weather. But this was the sixties, when the Beatles were in full swing and any Englishman carried with him an implied whiff of Liverpool’s genius. So I was a curiosity, the resident limey, which helped with the cold.


Tabor is in a beautiful setting, on its own harbour across the water from Martha’s Vineyard. It is one of the few American private boarding schools, even more of an oddity in the USA than they are in the UK. But the students and staff were kinder to me than I could have expected. Americans emerge from the womb primed to be one-person self-promoting PR experts, but they puff others up too. I was no athlete, but chugged around the athletics track at my usual speed and was astonished to be given prizes. I played ice hockey and nobody mocked me for playing with the thirteen-year-olds – who just skated around me. After ice hockey had humbled me, I tried wrestling, but an afternoon with my nose in the ripe armpit of another boy was enough. I did well in class, however, and was given a cum laude award; I shone as I had rarely shone in England. Happily, the school also had a fleet of boats, including a square-rigged schooner, the Tabor Boy. I became a crew member and sailing was my summer sport.


The US navy subsidised the boat, so we were officially US navy sailors, with pork-pie hats and those flapping bell-bottom trousers, and we were taught to drill with rifles. I learned the eighteen-point manual of arms, the nine-point manual and other comical manoeuvres. We even marched past an admiral, flanked by my bemused father, who had, ignorant of the naval threat, come to visit me and been hauled into this unexpected ritual. A tall man, he seemed small alongside the admiral and the other officers. Americans ate steak and drank orange juice and milk in those days, which added inches to their height. My Spam fritters and spotted dick hadn’t done the same for me.


Summer weekends were spent on the Tabor Boy. My mother, sidelined at the parade, inveigled her way onto the annual fathers and sons’ cruise, the first woman to do so. Captain Glaizer, our short, pugnacious professional skipper, found himself under her orders.


‘Oh, Captain, do go to starboard so we can see that whale. Whoops, sorry, better to port, and harden in the sails.’ His face, initially rigid with disapproval, cracked into a grin as he relaxed into the fun of it.


During the long vacation we cruised down to the Bahamas from Virginia, where I nearly missed my ship. I was arrested by US navy police for wearing brown Hush Puppies instead of regulation black shoes.


‘Hey, buddy, what’s your ship?’


‘The Tabor Boy.’


‘What the hell ship is that?’


‘A square-rigger.’


‘We don’t have no square-riggers in the US navy.’


‘Yes you do – sort of.’


‘No we goddam don’t. Where is your ID card?’


‘What is an ID card?’


‘What sort of a goddam sailor do you think you are?’


‘Well, only a part-time one and …’


They were not trained to deal with this sort of encounter, so threw me in a van and took me to HQ. There, a bemused petty officer, attempting to make sense of an English boy in US naval uniform and crewing a sailing ship, suggested that the MPs take me back to where they had found me. I was clearly a harmless, if disconcerting, oddity – best discarded.


Sailing the Tabor Boy was two parts magic and eight parts tedium. I would lie out on the netting beneath the bowsprit above arching dolphins, scrubbing their backs with a long-handled broom, the ship surging forwards as if towards me. But scraping paint off the bilges while feeling seasick was grim and I didn’t enjoy being at the whim of the petty officer and captain.


‘You’ve got more of that bilge paint to chip.’


‘But I’m feeling sick.’


‘Tough shit, limey!’


The ship looked magnificent under full sail. We were on watch for four of the wee hours, under stars and on a heaving black sea, detached from the real world. In this bubble of ship, wind and water, so far from ordinary experience, we were almost out of time. One of the watch duties was to be at the helm, and when there was a big following sea and a full set of sails fear and exhilaration tugged at my guts; a moment of neglect and the boat could swing round broadside to the waves and wind, with disastrous results. Yet it is that desperate tumult – of wind, wave and fear together – that lures so many to the sea. I had read The Last Grain Race by Eric Newby, and our total dependency on the helmsman, in our plunging and bucking, canvas-hauled vessel of wood and steel, was vivid to me. But the skipper knew how much leeway to give us. If the boat began to swing away from the wind too alarmingly, he was at our side, a strong hand on the wheel.


Newby had felt every terror of the sea, beginning with his arrival on board. The skipper made him climb the rigging to the top of the mast, in his street shoes. Once at the top he had to go further, to stand on the ‘button’, the deck distant below him. When we climbed the rigging on the Tabor Boy to haul the sails in I had Newby’s tales of occasional disaster ringing in my head. We would step out along a rope slung beneath the yard-arm, the rope passing through a ring on the mast. Our arms clutched at the smooth wooden spar, legs swinging back and forth, and then the rope would suddenly tighten, threatening to push us over into the void as someone stood on it at the spar’s far end. We balanced on our stomachs across the spar, arms reaching down to haul up a fold of canvas, but the danger of falling to the deck below was electrifying.


We sailed in to Miami to be met by a full-on version of the American dream. Miami Beach is not a pretty sight: a dense wall of hotels and apartments behind the beach; ranks of bloated, sun-tormented bodies squeezed onto the sand like toothpaste from the high-rise tubes behind them. I retreated to the boat.


America caught up with us again in Nassau. Every day a cruise ship from Miami would disgorge its vivid hordes: multi-coloured shirts, peaked caps, belly-filled shorts, chaotic regiments of camera-wielding invaders. My visceral loathing of cruise ships, however, has more solid foundations. Having seen them in Venice, I sympathise with Venetians who feel that their paradise is being overwhelmed. Paradise can, apparently, be bought, too: some cruise companies have bought their own tiny Caribbean islands, set up shops and staffed them as if they were local. The spending money thus remains within the company.


My time at Tabor ended with a grand dinner. I was asked to make a short speech, and I ended with ‘Let me once again say how kind you have all been to me. Thank you!’ Polite clapping, before the head of the class of ’64 took his turn at the podium: ‘You are the most wonderful bunch of guys a man could dream of being with for these five long years. My heart has been touched by your unswerving friendship and support. America will be a finer country when you leave this great school of ours and start your journeys towards the building of a greater nation.’ Shades here of ‘making America great again’, and riotous applause. English understatement is under-appreciated in the USA.


We also ended with that American institution, the prom, which gave us rare contact with the opposite sex. My formally arranged date was a gorgeous blonde girl called, improbably, Bambi. Infatuation followed, and I wheedled my way to Colorado, once I had left school, to stay with her and her family. Soon after my arrival Bambi seductively chirped, ‘Honey, do you want to take a ride in my car?’


‘Yeah – of course,’ I said, looking as cool as I could. ‘I’ll hop in’ – and headed for the passenger seat. ‘Take the driver’s seat,’ she said, ‘and let’s go!’


The driver’s seat was like the cockpit of a fighter jet and just as intelligible to me. The car was a Corvette Stingray: low, fast, open – a beast whose three hundred horsepower made me nostalgic for our forty horsepower Austin A40 van: nought to sixty in fifty-four seconds, and maximum speed sixty-two miles an hour. Was I to bluff my way around the controls, pushing the wrong buttons, with calamitous consequences? Or should I confess? I confessed. Bambi laughed and showed me how to drive the thing, and we spent days cruising through the Rockies.


I enjoyed pioneer generosity in many American homes but in none did I experience a sit-down family meal. With my European approach to meal-times and conversation, I was dismayed. The urgent activity of life was more important than being together as a family. This is strange, because kindnesses and generosity are part of being American, and family is important. A Californian policeman gave me the key to his flat for the weekend when I had nowhere to stay. So did a priest in Michigan. I only had to strum a chord on a guitar for campers to offer me a meal.


Of all my memories, the most enduring is that of the ‘strips’ that stretched like slug trails out of every town and city. Advertising signs rose higher than their neighbours to trumpet the benefits of a cheap burger or cocktail, each a call to slavish consumer obedience. Since then those strips have become brasher and uglier. For me they stained America, as the bungalow growth has stained Ireland, and as similar ‘strips’ are beginning to stain Europe.


America has been brought up on fairytales of salvation: by the cavalry, by God, by technology, or by Washington. With its open spaces and vast resources and its freedom-loving and dynamic people, it has had good reason to believe the narrative. I met few Americans back in those days who questioned their culture, apart from a handful of early hippies. I was alarmed by it then, and even more so now, centred as it is on consumerism of the harshest and blindest kind. The growth of American alternative culture has been a positive outcome, however, with a long reach into Europe and beyond. The anti-Vietnam war movement, together with the bubbling cauldron of creativity that was California, tempered my cynicism.


Flying over the Midwest, if you look down you can see, for endless miles, huge rings covering the land like circles drawn by aliens. They are made by the outer wheels of immense irrigation arms, giant hands of a watering clock. The water is pumped from the Ogallala Aquifer, an underground supply of geological age that stretches through a vast corn-growing belt under eight states in the central USA. It has irrigated these lands since white man settled them. What will happen when the aquifer is pumped dry? Can it happen? Of course, and it is happening. In Kansas, the groundwater level has dropped at least 150 feet; many farmers have abandoned their wells. As water levels fall, there will be global grain shortages, for this is where the world’s grain reserves are. The farmers have done what mankind is doing throughout the world: opted for short-term profit at the expense of long-term stability, or sustainability. It is a Faustian pact, and we are all colluding.


America has, of course, produced many of the finest thinkers, activists and writers about the environment, such as Rachel Carson, whose Silent Spring alerted the world to the impact upon nature of the use of DDT and other substances. But America does, and dreams, everything on a vast scale. When her dreams fail, others lose theirs too.


I returned to England both inspired and disappointed. As an environmentalist it is hard to go back, for any hope I might cherish that progress is being made is quickly dashed by the vastness of America’s commitment to doing the wrong thing. Yet if they were to change their ways they could amaze the world.
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‘Come and have a rum’


Three years of law at Oxford had convinced me, and my tutors, that a legal career would be, at best, unwise. So I had to ponder other options. Many of my fellow graduates sailed straight into lives of inevitable prosperity as bankers or lawyers. My father hoped that I would join him in his quiet country legal practice, but a life of wills, conveyancing, probate and local litigation beckoned more like the Grim Reaper than a career. I needed an alternative acceptable to my parents, different but useful. Voluntary Service Overseas, combining the exotic with a touch of missionary zeal, was the solution, and would give me thinking space.


Asked what my preference would be, I suggested a French-speaking country with a coast – and I hoped to end up in Africa. But I was sent to St Lucia, in the West Indies, and was to teach French in a secondary school. This was hardly the tough posting I had expected.


At the training course in Cardiff I met Em. She was refreshing: devoid of social pretension, talented and committed to teaching. She bubbled with infectious vitality. I was immediately attracted to her, though I was too noisy for her to take seriously. She and I were clearly very different, she with her passion for theatre, poetry and yoga, while I, though keen to learn from her, always had my eye on the horizon. To this day, we chuckle when we observe how we hike together: I stride ahead, keen to see what is round the corner, enthusing about the general picture and the views, and planning how to get there. Meanwhile, oblivious to my pace, Em has stopped to pick flowers, to admire an orchid, to marvel at a rock’s colour. Our hiking, as well as our marriage, displays an unpredictable mix of perspectives and styles.


We flew out to Barbados in September 1967, and then on to our respective postings; Em was destined for Guyana. In The Traveller’s Tree, published in 1950, Paddy Leigh Fermor described how Barbados had revealed itself to him: ‘Looking backwards we could almost see, suspended with the most delicate equipoise above the flat little island, the ghostly shapes of those twin orbs of the Empire, the cricket ball and the blackball.’* White dominance was ebbing from the West Indies, though still the whiter your skin the better off you were; England remained the mother country. In spite of all this, St Lucia revealed itself as a tolerant and welcoming island.


We four volunteers arrived in Castries, the capital, a deep-water port and a town that had several times been consumed by fire. Leigh Fermor suspected that the inhabitants had grown tired of rebuilding it: for him it was ‘a brisk and shoddy piece of work. And yet, in spite of its ungrateful appearance and the swarms of beggars … it fails to leave a disagreeable impression.’ Faint praise indeed. The journey to the south, where we were to work, took us twisting through cane plantations and then lush tropical mountains, through villages of tin shacks and wandering infants. Pigs scattered, boys scampered away from their games of cricket in the road, others stared in bemusement. But the mood, to us after a damp stay in the capital, was exuberant.


Vieux Fort, our destination, was ramshackle and clustered around a sheltered bay, wooden shacks with tin roofs, a few shops, the Cloud’s Nest Hotel, a jetty and fishing boats – dug-out canoes with built-up timber sides – drawn up on the sand. We were given two houses – unexpected comfort. Ian and I shared a bungalow up the hill behind the docks. Katherine and Sue shared another house a mile away, behind a wild and windy beach. Ian was an experienced, no-nonsense Baptist teacher from Liverpool, while Sue and Katherine had both been secondary school teachers. I was the only teaching virgin, but they were all supportive.
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