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FOREWORD

ANYONE READING A BIOGRAPHY OF THIS KIND HAS THE right to know something of the author’s own attitude towards religion. The British are notoriously reticent in such matters, but, if I had to define my own position, it would have to be that of a ‘wistful agnostic’.

In choosing that particular phrase (first, I think, coined by an Anglican bishop to describe his own beliefs, or lack of them) I fully accept that some will feel that by itself it disqualifies me from seeking to understand - let alone actually to write about - one of the great Christian leaders of the twentieth century. On the other hand, I draw comfort from the fact that this does not seem to have been a view endorsed by Basil Hume’s own literary executors.

When, some three years ago, Liam Kelly and Charles Wookey - together with the then Abbot of Ampleforth, Timothy Wright - asked me to write the late Cardinal’s life, they did so armed with the knowledge of the ambivalence of my own theological standpoint. Indeed, they went further and were generous enough to suggest that my very role as ‘an outsider’ might turn out to be an advantage rather than a liability.

It is just possible that they may even have been right - at least in the sense that I came to the task with no ideological  baggage and very few preconceived notions. That was also true of any impressions left by personal acquaintanceship. Although once or twice we were in the same room together, I was never formally introduced to the Cardinal and held no conversation with him of any sort. Again, however, that could be argued to have proved less of a limitation than an asset.

It has certainly meant that this book - in sharp contrast to the two political biographies I have previously written - has represented very much a voyage of discovery and exploration. Getting to know my subject and beginning to have some feeling for the world in which he moved soon became for me easily the most rewarding aspect of the whole exercise.

Not that the terrain I found myself contemplating was entirely new or wholly unfamiliar. As the (often wayward) son of an Anglican clergyman, I spent the first twenty years of my life living in a succession of vicarages and rectories. That inevitably meant that I learned something of the strains and demands made on the life of a priest. I saw singularly little, however, of how that (necessarily celibate) way of life was led within a Roman Catholic presbytery, still less in a monastery. Congregationalist divines, Methodist ministers, even the occasional rabbi, may all from time to time have come to our house to be closeted behind the doors of my father’s study; but, to the best of my recollection, no Roman Catholic priest ever crossed the threshold.

In fact, such was the strength of antagonism between the Catholic Church and the Church of England at that time that if - by some piece of ill-fortune - the local Catholic parish priest and my father should find themselves in danger of bumping into each other, while going about their respective pastoral duties in the same street, one of them would always cross the road in order to avoid the embarrassment of having to acknowledge the other’s existence. 

Looking back, I remain amazed at the speed with which such things have changed over the past forty years. The main agent of that change, at least in Britain, was undoubtedly the subject of this book. By the time Basil Hume became Archbishop of Westminster, I happened to be editor of the New Statesman and I have never forgotten the aura he brought to his very first encounter with the press on the day his appointment was announced in February 1976.

I had gone to the initial news conference, in what was then the London Press Club just off High Holborn, planning to ask what seemed to me a perfectly legitimate question: in what way did the Archbishop-Elect feel that his many years at Ampleforth - at least partially spent helping to bring up the sons of the middle and professional classes to the greater glory of their parents - had prepared him for being leader of the country’s five million predominantly working-class Catholics? I never got round to putting the point - not because I was prevented from doing so, but simply because there was an air of calmness and simplicity about him that even I, as a brash, young, left-wing journalist, felt reluctant to disturb.

In part, no doubt, this was the product of his Benedictine background - the message that this former Abbot consistently transmitted was that his purpose lay not in promoting any particular brand of faith but rather in talking about God (something that, in contrast to many prominent churchmen, he was never shy of doing). The first duty of a monk has always lain in the praising of God and throughout the twenty-three years of his extra-monastic life Basil Hume somehow served as a reminder of that. It was a quality - the perception that he was a pilgrim on a journey whose destination he knew but about whose course he did not have to be totally explicit - that lent him his unique authority. Probably it is best called ‘spirituality’, and it was this attribute above any other that Basil Hume for  nearly twenty-five years brought to the service of both his Church and the nation. It is something far easier to recognise than to describe - and, if it fails to come across fully in the pages that follow, then I can only plead that as a quality it needs to be experienced and cannot always be explained. The number of religious leaders who possess it - and it is by no means solely the property of Christians - is remarkably few but, at least when it does surface, it reaches across rival creeds and can be appreciated by those of all faiths, or of none.




I

A NEWCASTLE BOYHOOD

No 4 ELLISON PLACE STANDS IN THE CENTRE OF NEWCASTLE upon Tyne in what used to be known as ‘Doctors’ Row’. A four-storey, Georgian terraced house that has seen better days - it now houses part of Northumbria University’s administration - its exterior nevertheless proudly displays a blue plaque, recording the fact that it was here that the future Cardinal Basil Hume was born on 2 March 1923.

In those days the address was home to a professional middle-class family. When George Haliburton Hume came into the world - Basil was his monastic name, adopted only on entering into his novitiate as a Benedictine monk in 1941 - it was to join a second generation medical household. Already forty-three when his first son was born, William Errington Hume was himself the son of a doctor and had been brought up in this self-same house. A tall, distinguished heart specialist, who passed on his height, his Roman nose and his piercing blue eyes to his first son, he was a man of conventional habits who had done only one truly rash thing in his life.

As an RAMC officer serving in France during the First World War he had met and fallen in love with the eighteen-year-old  daughter of the French family who happened to be living next door to the house in the Pas-de-Calais in which he was billeted. The first encounter between him and his future wife was thus the product of pure chance. Her family originally came from Lille and found themselves living in the vicinity of the handsome British Army major only because her mother, in order to get away from the advancing German Army, had taken herself and her children to the seaside resort of Wimereux, the village from which the already 35-year-old William Hume commuted every day to the British military hospital in Boulogne where he worked.

From the moment the austere Border Scots doctor set eyes on Marie Elizabeth Tisseyre (her father, then on active service, was a colonel in the French Army) he appears to have made up his mind. He and ‘Mimi’ - as she had been known from childhood within her own family - were very soon engaged and were married in the same month that the Armistice was signed - November 1918.

It was in many ways an improbable match. The Tisseyres were devout Catholics (the wedding eventually took place in the Pyrenees because the bride’s father was serving at the time as a military attaché at the court of King Alfonso XIII of Spain) while their daughter’s suitor, though nominally a Protestant, had long since abandoned much interest in, or sympathy with, organised religion. That, however, may have been providential: at least it removed any entrenched grounds for argument over in whose faith any children resulting from the union should be brought up.

Yet for the by now 21-year-old Mimi Hume, her marriage still involved a heavy price. It necessarily meant her removal from the gentle landscape of northern France to the industrial bustle of Tyneside. A preliminary trip to meet her prospective in-laws there in August 1918 had scarcely proved wholly encouraging:  even well into old age - she lived to see her son awarded his red hat - Mimi would recall that she could still hear the shuddering tones in which her mother observed to her as they both first emerged from Newcastle Station into driving rain: ‘Mon pauvre enfant . . . my poor child, to think that you are to be buried in this awful place.’

However, Mimi, despite being swiftly abandoned by the French cook she brought across the Channel with her, managed to cope pretty well. She looked after her husband, ran the house and within six years had produced four children - initially two daughters, Madeleine and Christine, then in 1923 George, a year later a third daughter, Frances, and four years after that a second son, John. When he was born in 1928, Mimi was only just thirty-one.

She had certainly established her credentials as a model Catholic mother - and, within the limits of her class and background, that was what she was. Talking to her children (except when their father was present) she always insisted on speaking only in French - the sole opportunity she got, once the French cook had departed, of using her own native tongue. For that reason alone, it was probably just as well that the nursery filled up as quickly as it did. So little gap was there between the first three children that, when George was born in 1923, his father decreed that, since ‘no woman can be expected to look after three children’ (which was presumably not intended to refer to his wife), an under-nurse must instantly be engaged to assist the already established nanny with the task of caring for the three infants in her charge.

No 4 Ellison Place may not exactly have been a Forsyte household - the staff were not, for example, addressed by their surnames - but it was still very much the product of its time. The children, who slept in the attics and spent their waking hours in the third-floor nursery, generally saw their mother only  once a day. They would be brought down to the first-floor drawing-room by their nanny at tea-time. It was a slightly formal ceremony, but Mimi saw it as a vital part of the day’s routine and insisted it took place every afternoon without fail. By today’s standards she may not have been an outstandingly demonstrative or even affectionate parent, but at least she was a dependable and reliable one who always raised her children to the highest standards.

Among her children George was probably the one of whom most was expected and, indeed, the one upon whom the greatest attention was lavished. There was a rather touching reason for this. Before George was born Mimi had, at the suggestion of her confessor, prayed that her next child would be a boy and, when that turned out to be the case, she felt honour-bound to keep her simultaneous promise to God that, if her prayers were answered, she would do her best to see that he became a priest.

In George’s early days all that, however, must have seemed distinctly remote. In inter-faith matters a modus vivendi was maintained within the Hume household by an unspoken concordat. Every Sunday mother and children would go to Mass while, almost equally dedicatedly, their father (no Calvinist in this respect) would set off to play golf. In fact, so much of a sceptic was William Hume about formal religious observance that, having attended the Catholic baptism of his first-born daughter Madeleine (in the absence of his wife who was recovering from her confinement) he never darkened the doors of a Catholic church again.1


For her part, Mimi did her best to play by her husband’s   Erastian rules. No religious insignia were imported into the house, priests were rarely, if ever, invited to visit, and no form of grace was said at meals. All this was, no doubt, done in deference to her husband’s secular (rather than Protestant) susceptibilities  2 - the product perhaps, as with many ex-soldiers, of William Hume’s experience of the horrors of the First World War. Yet the tactful way in which religious conflict was avoided prompted at least one exasperated local Catholic priest to remark that it provided ‘altogether too peaceful an advertisement for a mixed marriage’.

There was one area, though, that William Hume could neither inhibit nor influence - and that was the nursery. There re-enactments of the Mass regularly took place, Mimi having supplied the candles, with George acting as celebrant and his three sisters, all in their dressing-gowns, being required to play the parts of servers or acolytes. (There was nothing sacrilegious about this - it was merely a case of the children performing for themselves the one piece of drama or ritual that they regularly witnessed.)

The Hume household of the 1920s and the early 1930s (the family moved out of Ellison Place about the time George first went away to school) could claim, in fact, to be a thoroughly normal one, at least given its place in the then far more rigid class structure of life and society. The factor that most distinguished it from equivalent professional homes in the modern world was probably the presence of domestic staff. Although, unlike many of the grander specialists working in Harley Street or Wimpole Street in London, William Hume never employed a butler, he did normally have living under his roof a cook, a   parlour maid and a housemaid, to say nothing of the nanny and the under-nurse. In addition, since the house was as much a workplace as it was a home, there were a (male) secretary and chauffeur who both came in each day and a washerwoman who arrived twice a week to do the laundry. From 1925 onwards, there was also a governess, although she did not live in and gave most of her lessons in the house next-door, which belonged to another medical family who had more room as they had only a single daughter. Named Ann Drummond, this little girl - although a Protestant - became a lifelong friend of both the elder Hume girls.

The five-year-old George joined the classes held for Madeleine and Christine, together with their neighbour and friend, around Easter 1928. He would sit at the back of the schoolroom and it is doubtful if he benefited much from any of the tuition. The governess, a Miss Conway, was already fairly elderly and most of her teaching was based on books - Little Arthur’s History of England, Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, Reading without Tears - that she herself had been brought up on as a small child in the mid-Victorian era. When Miss Conway died in 1930, the experiment of having George taught at home was not long maintained, though he and his youngest sister Frances did for a time share a replacement governess (the older girls already having gone to a day school).

In a family so dominated by girls - Mimi’s last child and second son, John, was not born until 1928 - the temptation obviously was for George to be spoilt. He tended to be endlessly indulged, especially by the succession of youngish under-nurses who came to work in the Hume household. One of them always remembered taking him to visit her own grandmother who lived on one of the bleaker outskirts of the city. His first words on being greeted by his hostess - who had put on a starched apron in honour of the occasion - displayed, if not a pampered existence,  then at least a rather sheltered upbringing. Delivered in a piping voice, they were: ‘Are you the cook?’ - a question to which in the modest setting of an artisan’s cottage there was no easy or obvious way of replying.

To be fair, though, every effort was made to remind the Hume children of how fortunate they were. The 1920s and the 1930s were not easy decades for an industrial, shipbuilding city such as Newcastle and their father’s regular work at the Royal Infirmary, where he was a consultant, brought him into constant contact with the meaning of deprivation and poverty. The children would accompany him every Christmas Day as he carved the turkey and they handed out the Christmas dinners to the patients - but as they got older they grew less and less deceived by the spirit of this sort of Saturnalia. For George, in particular, much more influential in terms of his political education were his increasingly frequent visits to the Priory of St Dominic’s, not the family’s regular place of worship but a large Dominican church in the poorest part of the city, where a dynamic Dominican priest, Father Alfred Pike, gradually took him under his wing. It was on one of Father Pike’s pastoral visits to Newcastle’s slums that George at the age of ten was introduced to a Catholic family of twelve, all subsisting together in one room. He was many years later to say that what he saw of real poverty on that occasion played a crucial part in his own spiritual development - ‘I believe it was that childhood experience that determined me one day to become a priest.’

Little, if any, evidence survives of the political outlook and social ethos that prevailed within No 4 Ellison Place - although the head of the household William Hume (twice mentioned in despatches and, unusually, appointed CMG for his wartime service) bore all the superficial marks of being a thoroughly conventional figure. Certainly, the fact that he served as medical adviser to the Northumberland and Durham Coalowners’  Association scarcely suggests that he can have been of any radical disposition. Doctors in the pre-NHS era were seldom anything but conservative by instinct and George’s father, too, owed a large part of his professional success to the early patronage of Sir Bertrand Dawson (later, as Lord Dawson of Penn, Physician-in-Ordinary to King George V) - something, again, which hardly raises any suspicion of revolutionary inclinations. Everything, in fact, that can be gathered about Sir William Hume (as he became in 1952, for his services to medicine) conveys the impression of a slightly aloof, conformist pillar of the community who played a much less formative role in the upbringing of the children than did their mother.

Mimi was, of course, if only by reason of her French background, a much more exotic presence - and she, predictably, was responsible for most of the excitement in her children’s lives. It was under her aegis, for example, that there took place every summer a seven-week holiday with their French grand-parents - who had elected to stay on in Wimereux, just north of Boulogne, after the ending of the First World War. There they would spend most of the time with their Continental cousins - the three children of their mother’s sister - and it was largely from them that they learnt to speak French both colloquially and fluently. (Although their mother still insisted on their speaking French at home, their conversations with her necessarily had a certain stiffness.)

These yearly visitations to the French seaside came to possess in retrospect all the associations of a family idyll, damaged but not shattered when Mimi’s sister got divorced. They took place each summer for the first fourteen years of George’s life, coming to an end only (under the threat of a new war) in 1938. George’s French male cousin, Philippe, was roughly his own age and having him to play with must have come as something of a relief to a boy accustomed to living in a home dominated by  girls and women. This aspect of his elder son’s development seems to have been a minor source of anxiety to his father. To counteract the domestic petticoat influence William Hume tried to do two things: first, taking his son on winter Saturday afternoons to watch Newcastle United’s home fixtures at St James’s Park (a success); and, second, hiring a carpenter to give him carpentry lessons at home (an abject failure - ‘George,’ according to one sisterly comment, ‘was always hopeless with his hands.’)

The summer visits to France were not the only break in routine the children enjoyed. Every Easter they would be taken by their nanny or the under-nurse to stay with their father’s unmarried sister, Aunt Betty (a great breeder of Dandy Dimonts), at her hilltop home at Alston in Cumberland. There they always enjoyed much greater freedom than they could expect surrounded by the disciplined routine of a doctor’s household in the city centre of Newcastle. They also sometimes were taken to stay at a modest hotel in Wooler in Northumberland, which ran its own farm. So there, too, they had the opportunity of learning about rural, as opposed to urban, life.

However, very much at the centre of George’s existence there remained religion. Even before his encounter with the Catholic family of twelve in the slums, he had betrayed the occasional sign that his mind was veering towards a clerical destiny. Living around the corner - at No 10 Ellison Place - was another doctor with a family of grown-up unmarried sons and daughters. They became, in effect, an additional regiment of uncles and aunts to the Hume children, their favourite among them being the youngest, Aunt ‘Jossie’. She formed a particular attachment to George and vice versa - indeed, he had more than once declared that he intended to make her his wife once he grew up, but then, at least according to Hume family folklore, the day dawned when he suddenly and solemnly announced to her: ‘I’m afraid I won’t be able to marry you, after all. You see, I’m going to be  a priest.’ He is then supposed to have added, as if by way of consolation: ‘But, if you like, I’ll bring you Communion on your deathbed instead.’

The afterthought, in particular, has all the flavour of an apocryphal family legend - but what remains true is that George took on board the prospect of becoming a Catholic priest from a relatively early age.3 His oldest sister, for example, recalls how upset he was when, at the age of eight, having for the first time on one of their holidays in France made his confession in French, he found himself rebuked by the priest for having got too many words wrong. He felt, she says, as if it had been God Himself who had humiliated him, but today consoles herself with the reflection that the undoubted hurt caused by the episode may have had a lasting and beneficial effect. It taught her brother, she argues, to be extremely careful about the way in which he handled people in future years and always to exercise his priestly duties with tact and restraint.

Going to school, which he first did at the age of seven, increased George’s consciousness of his Catholicism. He first went with Frances, the sister who was nearest to him in age, to the kindergarten department of Newcastle Central High School, where his two elder sisters had already been admitted to places in the main school.4


Yet within a year George found himself being moved - perhaps again to put him under more direct male influence -   to the all-boys Newcastle Preparatory School which, at least in his father’s eyes, had the advantage of being run by a friend of his as well as being his own alma mater. These, however, turned out to be about the only advantages it possessed. George was one of only two or three Catholic pupils in the entire school and, as such, found himself excluded - along with the Jewish boys - from both scripture lessons and the daily morning school prayers. (The experience taught him, he was later to say, what ‘it felt like to be a member of a minority’.) It was also while at Newcastle Preparatory School that he first stubbed his toes against the realities of class conflict. All the boys in the school were required to wear Eton collars and these, combined with a distinctive black cap ringed with gold, made them an inevitable target for the rougher elements of the neighbourhood. The boys at the local state schools would ambush and attack ‘the ringworms’ (as their caps led to the prep school boys being called) on their journeys home. Although Newcastle Preparatory School was only a short distance from Ellison Place, George soon decided that discretion was the better part of valour and took to coming home each evening in the safety of a Corporation tram.

Despite the fact that it gave him the opportunity of playing rugby for the first time - with the headmaster reporting encouragingly to his father on his aptitude for the game - George was not happy at Newcastle Prep School. How much his own feelings had to do with his father’s - or, more likely, his mother’s - decision to remove him after a mere two years and send him to the nearest Catholic boarding school can only be a matter for conjecture. What is established as a matter of record is that in mid-September 1933 G. H. Hume joined fifteen other new boys at Gilling Castle, the preparatory school for Ampleforth, standing just across the Holbeck Valley from the college and the monastery. 

A ten-year-old schoolboy can hardly be expected to foresee his future - but this slightly gaunt setting on the edge of the Yorkshire Moors was, in fact, to provide him with his physical base and spiritual home for the next forty-three years.




II

THE HONOURABLE SCHOOLBOY

THE AMPLEFORTH COLLEGE AT WHICH GEORGE HUME first arrived in September 1933 was very different from the celebrated Catholic public school that exists today. Established on its present site as long ago as 1803, it was essentially an inexpensive educational institution with a limited (predominantly Yorkshire and Lancashire) catchment area. No one in those days would have dreamt of describing it as ‘the Eton of the North’ - though its geographical location had meant from the beginning that it also numbered among its pupils a fair smattering of Scottish Catholic aristocrats, including representatives of the Kerr, the Fraser, the Stirling and the McEwen clans.

Ampleforth, however, in the 1930s was not considered anything like as grand as its southern counterpart in Somerset run by the Benedictine monks at Downside. Nor was that the sole example of the pull of social geography. While two Thames Valley Catholic public schools annually held a cricket match at Lord’s,5   the high-point of Ampleforth’s own sporting calendar lay in its regular ‘local Derby’ rugby fixture against its Protestant rival, Sedbergh (this was a match taken much more seriously than that against any other school, not excluding the Jesuit foundation of Stonyhurst across the Pennines).

Apart from being the product of ‘a mixed marriage’ - his father had gone to the muscular Anglican public school of Repton - George Hume was very much the typical Ampleforth pupil of his time. From a comfortable, though scarcely affluent, background, he was unusual perhaps only in having come from a day rather than a boarding preparatory school. His year at Gilling soon, though, made up for that. He spent only a year there because at that time Ampleforth followed the slightly odd practice of maintaining two separate introductory stages for younger boys - Gilling, across the valley in what was known as ‘the castle’, for those up to the age of eleven, and then, as part of the main school complex, Junior House for all boys of eleven up to the normal Common Entrance and scholarship exam age of thirteen.

Towards the end of his time in Junior House, George sat the Ampleforth scholarship examination but failed to win any award. Yet there does not seem to have been any question of his not progressing into the main school - or ‘Shac’ as, for reasons that are lost in the mists of time, it has been known to successive generations of Ampleforth boys.6 The young Hume loved Ampleforth from the moment he arrived and he already displayed considerable promise on the rugby field. (Once he joined the school proper he almost immediately - in 1937 - began playing for the under-sixteens’ Colts XV becoming its captain in 1938, the next year entering the 1st XV, and in 1940   becoming its captain, too.) Nor was the issue of having to pay the full school fees a crucial one for his father, by now prosperously established as a consultant in Newcastle and with a second salary coming in from holding a chair of medicine at King’s College in the same city.

So the autumn of 1936 saw G. H. Hume by now a fully-fledged Ampleforth schoolboy as virtually a founder member of a new house, St Dunstan’s, launched the previous year by a young monk, Father Oswald Vanheems. Here it may be worth noting that the teenage George Hume was lucky enough to enter Ampleforth at a time of confidence and expansion. The senior school in 1936 may have numbered only some 300 boys but no one seems to have been in any doubt that it was set to grow and develop both in size and standing. This was largely due to the inspiration of one man - Father Paul Nevill, its headmaster since 1924. (He was eventually to hold the job for thirty years and, as the shaper and moulder of a modern public school, ranks in every sense as the equal of Arnold of Rugby, Thring of Uppingham or Percival of Clifton.)

A tall, imposing figure, Father Paul - known universally as ‘Posh’ - owed his success partly to being a bit of a showman. Each morning he would impress his personality on the boys by appearing god-like on the top of the stairs at Assembly, looking down on the boys in ‘Big Passage’, with the long corridor linking the college to the monastery immediately on his right. Everyone seems to agree that he had an intimidating presence, but he never ruled by fear or physical force. Whatever may have been true of the schools run at the time by the Irish Christian Brothers,7 Ampleforth - as befitted the gentler spirit of the   Benedictine Order - was a notably civilised place. Here Father Paul himself set the pattern. In relative old age (he died still in harness at the age of seventy-two in 1954) he liked to recall that he had beaten only two boys in his life and that he had come to regret both occasions. The ferula - the piece of whalebone with its widened end for hitting boys painfully on the hand - may have played its part in maintaining discipline both at Gilling and in Junior House, but the senior school at Ampleforth appears to have had a more enlightened attitude towards corporal punishment, whether administered by monks or monitors, than most other educational institutions of its day.8


Part of the reason for this may, of course, have lain with the attitude and character of the type of pupil who came to Ampleforth in the first place. Without going as far as Queen Victoria, who at the age of eighteen immortally declared ‘I will be good’, the boys of Ampleforth in the 1930s do seem to have possessed at least an aspiration towards religion and piety.

In this respect the young George Hume was certainly no exception. When, for example, a local branch of the Catholic workers’ organisation of Christ the King was formed within the school - rather derivatively since as a public school innovation it had already been pioneered at Downside - the sixteen-year-old Hume immediately took his place within it. As a member of the local ‘cell’ (also known opaquely as ‘the thing’) he and his colleagues set out to improve and intensify the whole religious ethos (and, indeed, the teaching of religion) within the school. It is by no means certain that the headmaster felt sympathetic to this development: indeed Father Paul is said to have reacted with relief when - thanks partly to his refusal to get   worked up about it - ‘the thing’ eventually withered and died the year after George left the school.

His close involvement in so self-conscious an initiative came as something of a surprise to his contemporaries since in general he did not have much of a reputation for being a ‘joiner’. Coincidentally or not, his main mentor at this stage of his life was a young lay member of the Ampleforth staff who had come to teach at the College after converting to Catholicism at Cambridge, where he had also won a rugby Blue. His name was Hugh Dinwiddy and, as coach to the Colts XV, he necessarily saw a good deal of his young captain. Dinwiddy detected very early on a seriousness of purpose in Hume’s make-up and character that was not always immediately apparent in the case even of much older boys. In later life Hume himself was modestly inclined to put this down to the fact that, unlike most boys in the school, he had already made up his mind as to what he wanted to do. He was thus operating on more of a fixed compass than they were. Yet the decision to be a priest was one thing; the choice of the means to go about it was quite another - and that debate appears to have continued well into his schooldays.

The earliest letter of his to survive is a formal communication sent by him at the age of sixteen to the Father Provincial of the Dominican Order in England and Wales. Written from Ampleforth on 9 September 1939 (that is, within a week of the Second World War breaking out), its principal interest lies in the revelation that the young Hume had already established contact with the Dominicans at a much higher level than the purely parochial one. As was indicated in the previous chapter, Father Alfred Pike of St Dominic’s Priory in Newcastle had already played an influential part in his spiritual and political development, but this letter suggests that contacts with the Dominicans had taken place on an altogether different plane and, for that reason, is worth quoting in full: 
Ampleforth College,

9/9/39

 



Very Reverend and dear Father Provincial,

I want to apologise for not having written sooner. I have been sent back to Ampleforth9 and so I am afraid I could not come down to London but I suppose you could not have seen me as you are probably very busy.

The monks are in retreat, which is being given by Father Keogh, OP. I had a word with him and he advised me to write to Father Moncrief and to keep in touch with him. Father Keogh advised about the sort of work I ought to do and gave me general advice about it, which was very useful.

I must apologise again for the delay and any trouble I may have given you.

I remain your obedient servant,

George Hume





As luck would have it, the letter was preserved - presumably originally in the Dominican Order’s archives - along with the scribbled comments of ‘Fr B’ (Bernard Delaney, the English Dominican Father Provincial) on what was plainly regarded as an application to join the Order. His note ran:
I forget whether I have already told you about this postulant George Hume - aged 16 at Ampleforth & a parishioner of St Dominic’s, Ncle-on-Tyne: mother French, father a doctor (non-Catholic but very well disposed). George seems a very fine type, manly and very pious with a great   zeal to do apostolic work - average in intellectual direction but plenty of character. If he writes, you will be able to encourage him.

Fr B





So far as can be established, George Hume did not write again, though it remains possible that at Ampleforth alarm bells had begun to ring and that active steps may even have been taken to prevent matters going any further. (One contemporary even retains a suspicion that a letter may have been intercepted.) Hugh Dinwiddy, who was very much George’s confidant, was by no means himself entirely certain as to what choice should be made by the young sixteen-year-old he had taken under his wing. On the one hand, he fully appreciated that George’s temperament chimed in very well with the restrained Benedictine style but, on the other, found he could not entirely get rid of the feeling that his protégé’s intellect might benefit from the more rigorous academic challenge posed by the Dominicans. In the end, in true Benedictine fashion, the question seems to have been settled by the games master, Father Anthony Ainscough, who insisted to his new captain of the 1st XV that the Benedictines were quite capable of supplying all the intellectual stimulus he could take.

For what it is worth, though, the Father Provincial of the Dominican Order probably got about right his estimate of the academic capabilities of the schoolboy who came to see him. At Ampleforth, Hume may have shone on the sports field - he was a star on the athletics track (where he won the long jump and came second in the 100 yards) as well as at rugby - but he did not initially bring anything like the same energy or enthusiasm to the classroom. In his early years he was, at best, middling - coming in eighth, ninth or tenth in most subjects - or, in his own words, ‘at the bottom end of the top lot’. As he got older,  his performance tended to improve - he achieved, for example, six credits in the old School Certificate (though two of these were in French, and the subjects he took, revealingly or not, did not include Latin, Greek or even Maths). He passed History and French in what was then the Higher Certificate, and the best guess probably is that, had he been required to seek Oxbridge entrance in the normal way, he would - in the climate of those more relaxed times - probably have gained a place, although almost certainly not a scholarship or exhibition.

Perhaps more to the point, so far as Hume’s future was concerned, he started towards the end of his school career to make a name for himself in the school debating society, where - along with his co-chairman, a boy called O. O. Lamb - he was reported in the Ampleforth Journal of May 1941 as having kept up ‘throughout the term a flow of eloquence fully worthy of any predecessors, and which considerably surpassed the rest of the House’. Nor was that merely an isolated Indian summer flowering. In the previous number of the school journal he had been described as ‘a confident and able speaker who, by his clear delivery and persuasive arguments, repeatedly succeeded in winning the support of the House’.

Yet his true triumphs remained on the sports field, where in his initial year of representing the school the 1st XV won ten out of its eleven matches and then, with a war on, in the next season when he was captain, seven out of nine. Nor should it be overlooked that in his last term the by now eighteen-year-old George managed jointly to win the Ampleforth doubles’ tennis championship. (Tennis was later to make way for squash, a game he played energetically until almost into his sixties.)

What everyone seems to have been agreed upon is that he was a very popular boy. There is even an Ampleforth legend that he was known throughout the school not by his surname but always by his Christian name of George. (This, however,  given the suspicion of homosexuality that the use of Christian names provoked in any public school of that era, is probably best regarded as a piece of folklore.) The quality that was universally ascribed to him was kindness. The writer Neville Braybrooke remembered to the end of his days the generosity that Hume displayed to him when they found themselves together in the college infirmary suffering, along with a number of other boys, from mumps. To help pass the time a game of mock cricket was arranged with a chair as the wicket, a rolled-up pair of socks as the ball and a table tennis racquet as the bat. It fell to Braybrooke, who was only thirteen, to open the innings for his side - and, to his mortification, he was out first ball. Even before he could ceremonially hand over the bat, there came a command from Hume, the captain of the opposing team: ‘Go on, you can have another try.’ Braybrooke duly did (with rather more success) and generosity saw to it that self-respect was preserved.

There is no record of Hume playing cricket proper, at least once he was in the main school: apparently he suffered from an astigmatism in one eye that made it too dangerous a game for him to risk taking part in. He played, though, a full role in the Junior Training Corps - where, from being the player of the big drum in the band, he eventually rose to being a Company Sergeant Major. It was, in fact, his leadership qualities - in his last year he was also a school monitor and deputy head of his house - that tended to make the greatest impact upon his contemporaries. If it was at rugby that he excelled, then the informed judgment always was that, while he was a highly competent player, he was a quite outstanding captain. Interestingly, he had already started to develop a proprietary attitude towards anything with which he was closely associated: his invariable habit of referring to the Ampleforth 1st XV as ‘my team’ provoked some innocent amusement among both monks and boys.

This readiness to throw himself into any endeavour in which  he was engaged reached well beyond the realm of sport. In the summer of 1940, for instance, he was one of a group of sixth formers who came together to form a travelling concert party.10  They gave performances up and down the country - in places as far afield as East Bergholt in Suffolk or Benson in Oxfordshire - in an effort to collect funds for wartime charities. (At this they did rather well - raising a total of £70, a not inconsiderable sum at the time.) George’s speciality in the show was his impersonation of a gawky schoolgirl - a feat he brought off so successfully that once, after a performance in an army camp, two of the soldiers in the audience insisted (to his great embarrassment) on showering him with kisses afterwards.

By the time of George’s last year at school the war, of course, was an ever-present reality. Ampleforth had gone through the second half of the 1930s rather averting its gaze from the Spanish Civil War - if the monks were on anyone’s side then it had to be on Franco’s, but it was, to say the least, embarrassing that this meant also supporting Hitler as well as Mussolini. The Second World War, however, posed no such moral dilemmas and monks and senior boys alike soon rallied to the colours of the Home Guard (or the Local Defence Volunteers as recruits to that Dad’s Army were originally called). As a school monitor and a CSM in the Corps, George - armed with a Lee Enfield rifle and three rounds of ammunition - frequently found himself keeping watch over Ampleforth at night and supposedly protecting both the monastery and the school from possible attack by German parachutists.

It does not appear to have been a duty that he took particularly seriously, although conscience was certainly not behind   any scepticism he felt as to the likely effect of his or anyone else’s efforts. The Fall of France in June 1940 may well have come as a heavier blow to the Hume household than it did to most British families, if only because of the clear French orientation of both George’s mother and all five of her children. There was even a contemporary theory that, with France defeated, Mimi Hume, who had always been something of a pessimist, took the view that Britain by herself could not conceivably prevail and that this downbeat outlook on her part affected her older son. It is certainly the case that many years later, in an interview with The Times in March 1976, Hume himself admitted that one motive for his wanting to become a monk derived from his romantic desire to share the lot of ordinary people ‘living in a bombed-out or even enemy-occupied Britain’.11 His close friend and contemporary in the sixth form, Brendan Smith, also recalls that they were both convinced that there was little or no hope of victory.

Whatever the truth of that, it is probably too easy to magnify the mystery of far and away the most controversial decision that Hume made as a young man - his entering the monastery in September 1941 rather than joining the Armed Forces of the Crown. To understand how it all came about it is necessary to paint in a little of the background history. Under the National Service (Armed Forces) Act of 1938 ‘ministers of religion’ were expressly exempted from the call-up, though it remained, of course, perfectly possible for them - with the permission or encouragement of the relevant ecclesiastical authorities - to volunteer for service as chaplains. No sooner, however, had this general policy been formulated than Whitehall began to realise  that, unwittingly, it had stumbled into a mare’s nest. Vicars, parish priests, Free Church ministers, rabbis and all the rest might not be too difficult to cover by legislation; but what about all those on the fringe of the regular ministry, such as theological college students, lay brothers in the various Religious Orders, to say nothing of the novices already being trained in monasteries or even the prospective postulants about to enter them? There were clearly a number of ‘grey areas’ and, for once, plain British common sense - rather than the letter of the law - was allowed to provide the answer.

At least from the time Ernest Bevin took over as Minister of Labour and National Service in Churchill’s War Cabinet in May 1940 an informal understanding existed between the Government and the Religious Orders whereby call-up papers would go out in the normal way to all intending monks of the relevant age: these call-up papers, would, however, be withdrawn on certification by the Superior or Provincial of whatever Order was involved that the man in question was a bona fide  future monk with a genuine vocation.

In the case of the Benedictines this meant in practice that some intimation needed to have been given before the outbreak of war that the candidate concerned was seriously contemplating a monastic future; only if he had, as it were, put his name down as a potential postulant before 3 September 1939 could he escape the provisions of the National Service Acts (the intention here obviously being to forestall any efforts to use a claimed monastic vocation as an easier alternative to having to appear before a Conscientious Objector’s Tribunal).

As a working compromise between the separate needs of Church and State, this wholly unofficial arrangement had a good deal to recommend it. From Bevin’s point of view it certainly involved no sacrifice of principle, as that old trade union boss underlined by grimly remarking at the time: ‘We know where  these men are. If we need to bring them in, we can easily get them out.’ And from the perspective of the monasteries, it at least demonstrated that the Government was prepared to give them its trust, and to permit them to use their discretion, albeit in severely circumscribed circumstances.

If the scheme had a snag, it lay in the weight of responsibility it necessarily threw on the shoulders of a small group of young men who attained their eighteenth birthdays in and around 1940 or 1941. It was not a responsibility they could renounce. By definition they were bound to be confronted by the school authorities with the choice they had to make. What is more, in the nature of things, the decision had to be taken in relative solitude, with few, if any, of their contemporaries having the remotest idea what was going on.

That was certainly true in the case of George Hume. Having been made aware of the option open to him, he decided in February 1941, along with Brendan Smith, not to withdraw his application to join the monastery (which had been in place ever since his flirtation with the Dominicans in the autumn of 1939). At first nothing at all was said, although four or five other Ampleforth sixth formers were making the identical decision at roughly the same time, and between 1939 and 1941 a total of fourteen Ampleforth boys went straight from school to enrol in the Benedictine novitiate and, even more exceptionally, every one of them stayed the course.

In the gloomy first half of 1941, when Britain stood alone against the Axis powers, all that, however, was far in the future, and the immediate reaction at the time, once the secret was out, was far from complimentary. For George himself the moment of truth probably came when he found himself being asked by a contemporary with whom he had always got on - and who had just been offered a wartime commission in the Grenadier Guards - what regiment he would be joining. When he replied  that he wasn’t, but instead would be going straight into the monastery, the response was perhaps predictable. He found himself being told he was ‘a bloody coward’ and, to add insult to injury, once the war was over in 1945, received a message from the same critic informing him: ‘You can come out now - it’s quite safe.’12


That is the kind of experience that tends to leave some scars on the back of even the most honourable schoolboy. It, no doubt, goes some way to explaining why much later in life, as Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster, Hume would sometimes take to saying wistfully: ‘It was a terrible choice. If it happened again, I think I’d have gone into the Army.’ Significantly or not, in all the years he lived at Archbishop’s House he never once appeared as a formal participant at the annual Remembrance Sunday ceremony held at the Cenotaph in Whitehall, preferring to hide himself in an old mackintosh as an ordinary onlooker in the crowd.





III

NOVICE AND MONK

IF THE GUARDS BRIGADE’S METHODS OF BASIC TRAINING are notoriously tough, then the initiation period endured by a novice in a monastery is probably even more so. For one thing, it lasts much longer - two years as opposed to ten weeks. For another, it tends to leave much deeper marks upon the character. Whoever first said ‘A novitiate ties you up in knots and it takes the rest of your monastic life to untie yourself’ was not entirely joking.

The approach to monastic training shares, though, at least some things in common with military practice. The guiding principle in the mind of any novice master (who, like the drill sergeant, is the most important figure in the life of any new recruit) has always been that, in order to build, you have first of all to put down fresh foundations. In the case of the training officer of a monastery this means getting rid of the old Adam and raising up a new man in his place. Being subjected to such a process is bound to be particularly hard on anyone entering a novitiate immediately following a sparkling and successful school career. In the autumn of 1941 the newly-named Basil Hume (taking a fresh monastic name in place of the former  Christian one chosen by your parents is one of the first things that happens to a novice) faced a daunting spiritual journey.

He had embarked upon it, of course with his eyes wide open. Nobody could have been at Ampleforth for as long as he had - eight years in all - without having a general idea of what life in a monastic community was all about. Most boys may have had direct dealings only with those monks who taught them in class; but at another level the school was part of a worshipping community. Every morning in term time there would be early calls for those older pupils eager to assist the Fathers individually celebrating Mass at the altars in the Abbey crypt (the rest would daily cluster at the feet of their housemaster as he said Mass in the House Chapel), and on Sundays the entire school would join with the monks at both High Mass and Vespers.

However, that did not imply that even a novice recruited straight from the school knew everything that lay in wait for him. Coming as he did from a closely-knit family, Basil encountered one shock in particular. The Rule of St Benedict, he discovered, lays down in Chapter 69 that no monk shall take under his protection another ‘even though they be united by blood relationship’. This meant that, if Basil encountered his younger brother John (now in the school), somewhere out-and-about in the Abbey grounds, he was required to ignore him or, at best, pretend not to see him - with, as the Rule recommends, ‘his head bowed and his eyes toward the ground’.

The Rule, composed by an Italian Abbot who lived in the fifth and sixth centuries, is a truly remarkable document which, like the Bible or the Koran, has acquired an immortality all of its own. Consisting half of spiritual guidance and half of administrative regulation, it represents the lode-star in any Benedictine’s existence. Instructing aspirant monks in the content of its seventy-three Chapters - and drawing out the contemporary relevance of its various directions and injunctions  - is perhaps the greatest responsibility that rests on the shoulders of any novice master. For, though much of it may superficially appear concerned with arcane and out-of-date detail - its preoccupations range from ‘How Monks Should Sleep’ to ‘The Clothes and Shoes of the Brethren’ - it does, in fact, contain what is, in effect, a guide to living. Perhaps the most famous phrase in it is contained in the injunction to an Abbot that he must always ‘so temper all things that the strong have something to strive after, and the weak may not fall back in dismay’ (in itself a summation of the whole Benedictine outlook). For any Benedictine monk the Rule rapidly becomes the yardstick of the success or failure of his own spiritual life - and St Benedict, for all his wisdom and gentleness, certainly never attempts to make out that the way for those who seek God will be in any way an easy one.

Basil and his half-dozen colleagues in 1941, none of whom were to see their parents more than once in the next four years, soon found that out for themselves. They started with an eight-day retreat, after which they were ‘clothed’, meaning that the Abbot clothed them in their black habits at a solemn service attended by the whole Community in the Abbey. After that, they became subject to what are known as ‘perseverances’ - reports at three-monthly intervals made on each novice’s progress to the Abbot’s Council by the novice master. Provided these were satisfactory, and the Abbot and his senior colleagues agreed with what the novice master had to say, the aspirant monk could expect to take his ‘simple vows’, binding him for the next three years, at the end of the first year of his novitiate. (The ‘solemn vows’, binding for life, normally came at the completion of ‘simple vows’.)

The daily regime for novices must also have come as something of a shock. It was altogether more rigorous than anything that was followed within the school. Where the boys got up at  7 a.m. and were considered to have done their religious duty by attending, or serving at, Mass at 7.25 a.m. before going into breakfast, the novices had to observe a much more austere timetable. They were required to rise at 5 a.m. (when they attended the first of the six daily Offices), devoted their mornings to listening to lectures (delivered by the novice master, along with the monks responsible for plainsong and the liturgy), and dedicated their afternoons not to sport but to manual labour (work in the fields or simply cleaning up their own quarters) before retiring to bed exhausted at 9.30 with lights out at 10 p.m. Their life, too, was far more claustrophobic than that in the school. At least for the first year they lived together in a kind of bubble; the only people they were permitted to talk to were the other novices - including the members of the intake of the previous year as well as their own - the novice master and their confessor. (In addition on major feast days, such as Christmas and Easter, and during the short monastic ‘holidays’, they were allowed to take their place alongside the rest of the Community.)

For someone as naturally gregarious as the new Brother Basil, who at school as rugby captain had been accustomed to going in and out of other boys’ houses all the time, this deliberate policy of seclusion merely added to an initial mood of depression. Nor can this have been alleviated by the diminished opportunity for playing games or even taking physical exercise. In term time the novices were allowed out once a week for a run and, though in the school holidays they could kick a ball around outside their quarters, no organised sport was permitted until they took their simple vows and got into the second year of their novitiate. (Unhealthily, or so it must seem today, it was also at this stage that the tobacco ration was increased from three to seven cigarettes a day.)

There was another aspect of what was essentially seminary life that appears to have bewildered and burdened this particular  postulant. One of the stranger aspects of Catholic monastic training remains to this day that all the aspirant members of an Order are required to present themselves to the world outside just as if they are already ordained priests (complete with dog collars). The nineteen-year-old Brother Basil clearly found this irksome and, when he had to go on some expedition outside the monastery, took to changing into what was deemed the proper clerical dress only at the last possible moment. He was undeterred even when a fellow novice following the same practice got into terrible trouble. On a visit by bicycle to see his dentist in York, Kentigern Devlin, who had joined the monastery at the same time as Basil, was spotted hiding his working clothes under a hedge and putting on the dark suit and dog collar of a priest. In the wartime climate of 1942 he was immediately assumed to be a German spy. Only when his dentist obligingly proved prepared to vouch for him was arrest and incarceration avoided.

Episodes of that kind - and there was later another more deliberately comic one when a much made-up Basil and an equally impish colleague masqueraded as being a colonel and his wife giving Ampleforth the once-over with a view to sending their son to the college13 - doubtless did something to lighten what must at other times have seemed an oppressively serious and solitary existence. Part of the discipline of the novitiate, at least in those days, lay in leaving each aspirant monk to spend a good deal of time alone - ‘in the desert’, as Basil himself was later to put it, rather than ‘in the market-place’. The motivation here clearly was the belief that solitary prayer and contemplation offered one of the most direct routes to what every monk is supposed to seek - ‘union with God’.

At this stage of his spiritual odyssey, it was not something that came at all easily to Basil. Indeed, according to his contemporaries, there were moments in his early days in the monastery when he was on the verge of despair. There is a technical term for the condition of the soul which afflicted the young Brother Basil as he sought to follow the life of a religious. It is known as ‘aridity’, meaning dryness, joylessness, a sense of God being absent. In no way a reflection on the person suffering from it, rather is it the label given to a certain sort of spiritual desolation. It was to be Basil Hume’s fate to be attacked by it at various stages in his life, including well after he had been elevated to the Ampleforth abbacy. However, this first bout, if only because it was at that stage wholly novel to him, was a particularly bad one. For a time his friends felt it was a matter of touch-and-go whether he would remain in the monastery at all.

One factor that perhaps made it all the more difficult to shake off lay in a certain lack of rapport between the young novice and his novice master. The latter was an experienced monk named Father David Ogilvie Forbes. A Scotsman of great conscientiousness - who had been Basil’s confessor when he was a schoolboy - Father David tended to believe that the right reaction to anyone undergoing spiritual difficulties was to convince them that all they needed to do was to try harder in order to overcome them. That was never going to be the solution to Basil’s problem. By now, in addition to aridity, he was being badly undermined by ‘scruples’. This is another theological term which, in its specialist usage, has little or nothing to do with the meaning the outside public would normally associate with it. Within a religious community it does not so much connote the reservations resulting from a highly developed sense of right and wrong as an obsession with small things that do not matter or are of little consequence. A victim of aridity is thus highly susceptible to being overcome by scruples as well. Unable to  come to terms with one big, important thing, he or she slides easily into worrying excessively about trivial or superficial issues instead.
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