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A Qualified Disclaimer


  Almost every writer of fiction inserts the obligatory disclaimer in his work and some, I suspect, do it with tongue in cheek. The truth is, of course, no one ever invented anyone. Every character in fiction is an amalgam of factors drawn from the author’s memory and imagination and this is particularly true of To Serve Them All My Days. No character here is a true portrait, or caricature, of any master or boy I ever encountered at my six schools and one commercial college, between 1917 and 1929, but aspects of people I met are embodied in all of them, and I have even used nicknames I recalled, as well as several scholastic backgrounds. To write fiction in any other way would be to divorce oneself from reality and what kind of book would emerge from that? In using, say, an average of six schoolmasters and six boys for every one between these pages, I intended no slight or criticism, only to portray life at school as I saw it up to 1940, when I had entered my twenty-ninth year. I was glad to leave five of the six schools but there is one I still regard with the greatest affection. I leave it to the reader to sort the wheat from the chaff.


  R.F.D.

  February 1971


  
PART ONE


  Initiate


  How soon hath Time, the subtle thief of youth,


  Stolen on his wing my three and twentieth year!


  My hasting days fly on with full career,


  But my late spring no bud or blossom shew’th


  John Milton


  
Chapter One


  I


  The guard at Exeter warned him he would have to change at Dulverton to pick up the westbound train to Bamfylde Bridge Halt, the nearest railhead to the school, but did not add that the wait between trains was an hour. It was one of those trivial circumstances that played a part in the healing process of the years ahead, for the interval on that deserted platform, set down in a rural wilderness, and buttressed by heavily timbered hills where spring lay in ambush, gave Powlett-Jones an opportunity to focus his thoughts in a way he had been unable to do for months, since the moment he had emerged from the dugout and paused, rubbing sleep from his eyes, to glance left and right down the trench.


  From that moment, down long vistas of tortured, fearful and horribly confused dreams, his thoughts, if they could be recognised as thoughts, had been random pieces of a child’s jigsaw, no two dovetailing, no half-handful forming a coherent pattern. Yet now, for a reason he could not divine, they coalesced and he was aware, on this account alone, of a hint of reprieve.


  The shell, a coal-box, must have pitched directly on the parados of the nearest traverse, filling the air with screaming metal and raising a huge, spouting column of liquid mud. He had no real awareness of being flung backwards down the slippery steps, only a blessed certainty that this was it. Finish. Kaput. The end of three years of half-life, beginning that grey, October dawn in 1914, when his draft had moved up through a maze of shallow ditches to a waterlogged sector held by the hard-pressed Warwickshires they were relieving.


  Even then, after no more than two days in France, his sense of geography had been obliterated by desolation, by acres and acres of debris scattered by the sway of two battle-locked armies across the reeking mudflats of Picardy. There were no landmarks and not as many guidelines as later, when trench warfare became more sophisticated. The confusion, however, enlarged its grip on his mind as months and years went by, a sense of timelessness punctuated by moments of terror and unspeakable disgust, by long stretches of yammering boredom relieved by two brief respites, one in base hospital, recovering from a wound, the other when he was withdrawn for his commissioning course. Superiors, equals and underlings came and went. Thousands of khaki blurs, only a very few remaining long enough to make a lasting impression on him. Here and there he had made a friend, the kind of friend one read about in the classics, true, loyal, infinitely relished. But the mutter of the guns, the sour mists that seemed to hang over the battlefield in summer and winter, had swallowed them up as the wheels of war trundled him along, a chance survivor of a series of appalling shipwrecks.


  Occasionally, just occasionally, he would be aware of conventional time. The coming of a new season. A birthday or anniversary, when his memory might be jogged by a letter from home, full of mining-village trivia. But then the fog would close in again and home and the past seemed separated from him by thousands of miles and millions of years, a brief, abstract glimpse of links with a civilisation as dead as Nineveh’s.


  And at the very end of it all that ultimate mortar shell, landing square on the parados and pitchforking him over the threshold of hell where, for the most part, he was unaware of his identity as a man or even a thing but floated free on a current of repetitive routines – shifts on a stretcher or in a jolting vehicle; daily dressings, carried out by faceless men and women; odd, unrelated sounds like bells and the beat of train wheels; the rumble of voices talking a language he never understood; the occasional, sustained yell that might have signified anger, pain or even animal high spirits.


  The intervals of clarity and cohesion lengthened as time went on, but they were never long enough for him to get a firm grip on his senses. He learned, over the months, that he had been dug out alive, the only survivor of the blast, after being buried for several hours. Also that he had survived, God alone knew how, the long, jolting journey down the communication trenches to the dressing station, to advance base and finally to Le Havre and the hospital ferry. For a long time, however, he was unaware of being back in England, shunted from one hospital to another until he finally came to rest at Osborne, reckoned a convalescent among a thousand or more other shattered men as confused as himself.


  Then, but very slowly, he became fully aware of himself again. Second Lieutenant David Powlett-Jones, ‘A’ Company, Third Battalion, South Wales Borderers; sometime Davy Powlett-Jones, son of Ewart and Glynnis, of No. 17 Aberglaslyn Terrace, Pontnewydd, Monmouthshire, a boy who had dreamed of scholarship and celebrity, of bringing a gleam of triumph into the eyes of a short, stocky miner who had worked all his life in a hole in the mountain and died there with two of his sons in the Pontnewydd-Powis explosion of August, 1913.


  He was aware of his identity and, to some extent, of his past and present, but the future was something else. He could never attach his mind to it for more than a few seconds. The war surely would go on for ever and ever, until every human soul in the world was engulfed in it. He could never picture himself leading any different kind of life but that of trudging to and from the line, in and out of the mutter of small-arms fire and the sombre orchestra of the shells. Hospital life, as he lived it now, was no more than an interval.


  Then Rugeley-Scott, the neurologist, infiltrated into his dream world. First as a white-smocked and insubstantial figure, no different from scores of predecessors who had paused, hummed and prodded during the last few months, but ultimately as a force where he could find not comfort exactly but at least relevance. For Rugeley-Scott had certain theories and persisted in putting them forward.


  One was his theory of upland air and David’s own Celtic roots responded to this, feeding a little vitality into the husk of his flesh and bone. For Rugeley-Scott said that a man could enjoy a sense of proportion in upland air that was denied the Lowlander, upland air being keen and stimulating and capable of clearing the fog in the brain and reanimating petrified thought-processes. It had a trick, he said, of making a man at one with his environment. Rugeley-Scott, of course, was a Highlander, whose boyhood had been spent in Sutherland and whose medical studies had taken him no further south than Perthshire. He believed passionately in upland air in the way a primitive savage believes in the witchdoctor’s bones and amulets.


  Rugeley-Scott’s second theory grew out of the first, close involvement in a small, tightly knit community, where a personality was encouraged to flower as it could never flower in a city. It was concerned, also, with a specific purpose, enshrined in an ideal of some kind. In a creed, perhaps, or a crusade. In one or other of the arts that yielded an end product. Above all, in involvement with others but not too many others. A hundred or so, collectively breathing upland air.


  David never afterwards recalled how these theories came to centre on the profession of schoolmaster, imparting to successive generations of the young such knowledge as a man accumulated through books, experience, contemplation. Yet somewhere along the line, in the first weeks of 1918, this concentration occurred, so that David Powlett-Jones, white hope of the Pontnewydd Elementary School, the miner’s son who had won the first local scholarship to the Grammar School at thirteen, and had gone on to win another for university four years later, began to see himself, a little fancifully, as an usher on a rostrum, writing on a blackboard in front of an audience of boys.


  It was no more than a silhouette at first but Rugeley-Scott, with Celtic obstinacy, persisted until a comprehensive picture emerged. And after that, a train of minor events was fired that involved letters and telephone calls, so that at length, on a still afternoon in early March, seven months after the coal-box had exploded below Pilckhem Wood, David Powlett-Jones found himself sitting on a paint-scarred seat on Dulverton Station, wondering who had dumped a rail junction in such an isolated spot. He wondered too how long he would have to order his thoughts before he boarded a train for a place he had never heard of before Rugeley-Scott gave him the envelope containing particulars for his interview with the Reverend Algernon Herries, Headmaster of Bamfylde School, Devon.


  He thought then, with a mixture of bitterness and humility, ‘But what the hell am I doing here anyway? What headmaster in his senses would engage a wreck like me, who jumps a foot in the air every time a door bangs? That chap Herries, whoever he is, will take one look at me and show me the door, tut-tutting all the way to the motor, providing they have motors out here.’


  He then drew three deep breaths of upland air and despite the memory of the ward’s wry jokes about it, found that it did have a noticeable effect upon his powers of concentration. At least it enabled him to evaluate the view of those hanging woods, part evergreen, part the skeletal branches of older, heavier timber, and remark on the astounding quietude of the little station. Quiet was something he had forgotten about, along with so many other things that belonged to his childhood and boyhood. Never once, not even on the blackest night in Flanders, had it been as quiet as this. Always there had been the scrape and shuffle of working parties, the plash of signallers slipping in flooded trenches, cursing at every traverse. And in the background, always, the guns had growled north or south of the sector, a thunderstorm roaming between Switzerland and the sea.


  Here you could almost reach out and touch the quiet. It was a living thing that seemed to catch its breath up there in the hanging woods and then, at a wordless command, slip down the long hillside and gust over the rails to lose itself in the wood opposite. Its touch was gentle and healing, passing over his scar tissue like the fingers of a woman. He wanted to embrace it, press it into himself, swallow it, lose himself in it. And all the time the white clouds overhead kept pace with it, moving in massive formation across the blue band above the valley and the breeze smelled of resin and bracken and all manner of clean, washed, living things. No whiff of putrefaction here. And no hint of gas.


  He surrendered to its benediction, and was sound asleep when the walrus-moustached stationmaster found him, studying him with the compassionate detachment of a sixty-year-old who had seen the passage of a thousand troop-trains. The long, slightly saturnine face was Celtic, one of the darker, taller, heavy-browed Celts who had little in common with West Countrymen this side of the Tamar. The limbs, relaxed now, seemed shrunken under the khaki gaberdine, the body pulled in by the worn Sam Browne belt. The face was that of a boy prematurely aged, with hollowed cheeks accentuated by deepset eyes and high cheekbones. The skin was tanned, but below the tan there was a hint of pallor. The railwayman muttered, ‘Osspittle. Somewhere up the line,’ and was tempted to let him sleep on but then, recollecting his duty, he shook him by the shoulder and said, ‘Tiz yer, lad. Vower minutes late. Your stop’ll be fourth on, no more’n vifteen minutes.’


  The man’s clumsy gentleness touched him. It was a long time since anyone had called him ‘lad’. It was another short step on the road to resurrection.


  II


  The flint road wound upward through immense patches of wild rhododendron, then down again to culverts that carried a swirl of storm-water from the moor, along with a sludge of brown, decaying twigs and dead leaves. There had been no one to meet him at the halt and no sign of a conveyance of any kind but he did not mind walking. It set forward the time of the interview by half an hour, the time he calculated it would take him to walk the two miles to the crossroads marked on the map enclosed with the letter confirming his interview. The crossroads was marked as Barton Cross and when he reached it he saw that the barn or barton marked a junction of four roads that were really no more than half-surfaced cart-tracks. He thought, ‘Now who the devil would build a school right out here? Nothing lives here but rabbits,’ but then, as at the station, his awakening senses told him the wilderness was teeming with life, every kind of life, and that there was promise here, in a month or two, of an immensity of colour and movement under the touch of April.


  Already the hedgerows were starred with campion and primrose, with dog violets showing among the thistles and higher up, where the rhododendrons tailed off on the edge of a little birch wood, the green spires of bluebell were pushing through a sea of rusty bracken.


  He calculated the gradient at about one in six and the road kept twisting towards a brown-green summit that was the open moor. And then, coming at last to a level stretch, he saw the grey line of buildings on the southern edge of the plateau, and the twin ribbons of leafless beeches lining the two drives. He paused at a ruined five-bar gate that lacked a hinge and bulged outward. Beyond it was a playing field and on the rugby pitch a game was going on between two fifteens wearing identical red and black jerseys. The cries of the players came to him faintly on the freshening breeze and he had a sense of renewal, seeing the little figures over there not as part of the present but of a time a million years ago, when he had played in the Grammar School fifteen, and had worn a jersey rather like that, save that the stripes were red and yellow. The moment passed and he pushed on, passing up the east drive to the forecourt and pausing in front of the three-storey Gothic building that reared itself there, grey, rather gaunt and incongruous in that setting.


  The façade itself was long and flattish but outbuildings straggled all the way up the slight rise to a quadrangle he could glimpse beyond an arched doorway. He remembered then that the place had been built at a period when no commercially minded architect would dream of using any but a Gothic design, a time when the missionaries of Arnold of Rugby swarmed south, carrying the Doctor’s creed into every shire of the nation. You did not have to be told it was a school up there. It had, even at this distance, the smell of school, a compound of boiled greens, stale dust, steam-heat, spurned grass, sweat, socks and damp clothes. He moved along the forecourt until he came to an iron-studded door with a knocker fashioned in the shape of a dolphin. He raised the knocker, dropping it without resolution.


  The Reverend Algernon Herries looked like an ageing, amiable clown. He had a cheerful, piping voice and a fruity bottle-nose, lined with a network of tiny veins and clothed, as though in crude jest, by a swathe of dark, curling hairs that reminded David of the legs of an insect. White hair rose from the forehead in a clownish peak, giving a false idea of his stature that was short and thickset but still suggestive of agility and precise movement. His face was an actor’s face, that might have been seamed and burnished by years of make-up routine. The mobile eyebrows were clownish, too, tufted and pointed like the hair, but below them the eyes were of piercing blueness, the one feature of the face that belonged in a world of earnestness and shrewdness, eyes, David told himself, that would miss little and were there to keep watch over tolerant excesses that could go with a face like that. The man might look eccentric but that did not mean he was anybody’s fool. It therefore followed that he would not waste much time on an applicant lacking any kind of degree or experience, who had, moreover, the Twitch.


  Yet the handshake was cordial, neither too firm nor too limp, and as he turned to lead the way down a stone corridor to his study he called, ‘Mr Powlett-Jones, Ellie! Bring tea, m’dear’ and motioned his visitor into a room spilling over with books and dog-eared papers, indicating the one armchair beside the window, saying, ‘Sit you down. Ellie will be here with the tea in a jiffy. My apologies for your having to walk. We had a boneshaker until Christmas but then Stanbury, who drove it, took it into his head to do his bit and join the Army Service Corps. I do hope they don’t trust him with one of those heavy Thorneycrofts you chaps use. He’ll wreck it, for sure. He was always disputing passage with cromlechs and taking short cuts across patches of bog.’


  David began to warm towards him. It was impossible not to, for his geniality was so genuine. But there was rather more to it than that. He was the first civilian David had ever heard inject irony into that phrase ‘do his bit’. For years now civilians had talked about ‘doing their bit’ as though they were on their way to church and wanted everybody to acknowledge their piety.


  ‘I . . . er . . . enjoyed the walk sir,’ he said, hesitantly. ‘The countryside . . . it’s much wilder than the country around Osborne . . .’ but then he stopped, biting his lip. He had been on the point of saying something bloody silly about the tortured Flanders landscape. Herries said, with unexpected gravity, ‘How long were you out, Mr Powlett-Jones?’


  ‘Three years.’


  ‘Three? Then you must have been under age when you enlisted.’


  ‘Only a week or two, sir. I went across with a Territorial draft in October. We were untrained but the regulars were badly hammered at First Ypres. I’ve been luckier than most.’


  ‘There’s no possibility of your returning?’


  ‘No, sir, I’m boarded.’ And then, with a touch of defiance, ‘I’d be no use to anyone out there now.’ He noticed dismally, that his hands had begun to shake.


  Herries got up suddenly and at first David assumed the movement was an excuse to prevent him noticing the Twitch. It was not. He crossed the room and pointed to a fading sepia photograph hanging above one of the bookshelves. It was a very conventional photograph, fifteen lumpish youngsters, ranged in three rows, one lad squatting and nursing a ball.


  ‘There’s no need to feel isolated from us, least of all from me. That was our 1913 First Fifteen. Twelve are dead and one of the survivors is legless. We’ve lost eighty-seven to date, seventy-two of them known to me personally. My boys.’ He was silent a moment. Then, ‘On July 8th, 1916, I recorded eight names in one week’s casualty list. Does that help?’


  It helped but it also embarrassed. Suddenly, inexplicably, David felt his throat constrict and whipped his right hand to his eye. For nearly a minute there was silence in the cluttered room. The bell saved him, saved them both perhaps. Its harsh, clanging note filled the room and then went jangling away to the north as the ringer, relishing his work, crossed the quad towards the longest of the red-brick outbuildings. Herries said, ‘That’s Shawe. Nobody is allowed to touch that bell but Nipper Shawe. He was the smallest boy in the school when he came here, so I had to find something to invest him with dignity. It worked, as you see. He now has the strut of the professional town crier.’


  A murmur reached them, swelling rapidly to a sustained clatter, as boys began to pass the window in twos and threes, boots scuffling, voices shrill and urgent. Herries pushed open the casement and hailed the nearest of them.


  ‘Who won, Daffy?’


  A breathless boy paused under the window. ‘Nicolson’s, sir! Eleven-five.’


  ‘Eleven, you say? Great Scott! Outram’s were leading five-nil at half-time, weren’t they?’


  ‘Yes, sir, but Monkey scored a try early in the second half and Dodger converted. Then Hutchinson scored two more tries far out in the last five minutes!’


  ‘He did? Well, good for Hutch! That must have rattled Outram’s. Thank you, Daffy.’


  The boy ran on, disappearing in a stream that was flowing through the arch of the western face of the quad. Away in the distance Nipper Shawe was still swinging his handbell. Herries settled himself, reluctantly David thought, behind his littered desk.


  The spate of nicknames, the obvious rapport between headmaster and boys puzzled him. In both his schools the headmaster had been a remote, austere figure. He had never heard either of them use a nickname, or address even a senior boy as a near-equal. His hands stopped shaking. He said, getting some kind of a grip on his nerves, ‘I’ve . . . er . . . no degree, sir. I was planning to go up to Cambridge in the autumn of 1914. I only agreed to this interview because the Osborne neurologist insisted. He has . . . er . . . some eccentric ideas on therapy.’


  ‘Really? Tell me.’


  ‘He said I could apply for a temporary post, and gain experience while the shortened ex-officers’ courses are being arranged at Varsity. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to teach. I’m certainly not equipped for the job.’


  The tufted eyebrows came up. ‘Any other career in mind?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Then I’d say the neurologist knows what he’s about.’


  Herries got up again. Behind a desk he seemed unable to express himself with characteristic directness. ‘Look,’ he said, suddenly, ‘why don’t you give us a trial? As from now, and irrespective of whether that chap at Osborne is right or wrong? You’d be helping me no end. I’m stuck with a dozen tired men called out of retirement, and two C.3 trainees, rejected by the medicals twice over. Oh, they do what they can, but they come in for a lot of ragging. This overdose of jingoism we’ve had for so long, it’s rubbed off on the boys. You’d have a distinct advantage over the rest of us there. Three years at the Front. Twice wounded. It’s a flying start, man.’


  ‘I’m very far from fit, sir.’


  ‘You’ll get fit up here. Everybody does.’ He expanded his barrel chest and David thought briefly of Rugeley-Scott, and his insistence on the benefits of upland air. ‘Besides, we’d make allowances. History is your main subject, isn’t it?’


  ‘Modern history was to have been, sir.’


  ‘Could you make a stab at English in Lower School? Groundwork? Introductory stuff? As I say, we’re in a rare pickle here. Every school is, of course, but out here, miles from the nearest town, we’re at the very end of the queue. Just how do you feel about hanging around Osborne until those shortened courses are set up, then going up for the minimum two years?’


  ‘Frankly the prospect terrified me, sir. It’s difficult to make the necessary effort when the only people you meet are crocks, as bad or worse than yourself. They tell me it’ll be much the same at Cambridge. Every man on those courses will be ex-service.’


  ‘You’re afraid of becoming institutionalised? Is that it?’


  ‘More or less. I had thought about signing away pension claims, discharging myself and going it alone somewhere.’


  ‘Anywhere particular?’


  ‘In the Welsh mountains. I had some good times up there when I was a boy but Rugeley-Scott insists . . .’


  Herries flipped the cover of a buff file.


  ‘It’s only fair to tell you I had a lengthy letter from Mr Rugeley-Scott. He was very explicit. Would you care to see his letter?’


  ‘No, sir. I can guess what he said.’


  ‘The bit about an enclosed community?’


  ‘I know the clinical symptoms of severe shell-shock. I should do, after seven months in hospital.’


  ‘Let’s take it as read then. As to “going into retreat”, you could do that here if you cared to. Term ends in three weeks and you could stay around and nurse yourself for a month. It’s very quiet during the holidays. I could show you the country on horseback. We still have a couple of old screws the requisitioners left behind. Or you could walk solitary if you preferred it.’


  For the first time since he had been fully aware of his situation David came to terms with his profound reluctance to go home to Pontnewydd. His mother, who had survived worse tragedies, would stay clear of him, but who else would in a close-knit mining community, where almost everyone knew him as ‘Davy-boy’? What was necessary, what was absolutely essential in the next few months, was privacy. Privacy, within a community of people cut off from the reality of what was still happening over there.


  ‘Could you give me a moment to think it over, sir?’


  ‘I can give you all evening. No need to pound down that road for the five-thirty. Be our guest and sleep in the President’s Room – President of the Old Boys that is. We always keep a room for him, that’s his privilege. I can lend you pyjamas and we’ll root out a toothbrush, although I’m told they’re in short supply like everything else except eggs and bacon. We’re very privileged in that respect. We keep our own hens and pigs.’


  He opened the door and stepped out, calling to his wife Ellie for the tea. David went over to the window that opened on the quad. Behind what looked like the changing rooms the light was dying. Through a screen of leafless elms bordering the playing field he could see the orange glow of a heatless sun. Sunsets belonged to his earlier life. In the trenches the sun always set behind the British sectors. There was some kind of bath-house over there and every now and again a towel-draped boy darted across a flagged court and disappeared into a cloud of steam. It was as much a masculine world as Flanders but the difference showed in the speed of the boys’ movements and their high spirits that reached him as half-heard sallies and short barks of laughter. Out there men still laughed but rarely in that way, rarely without bitterness. He thought, ‘It’s what I need, I daresay, but how the devil do I know I could stand up to it? If any one of those kids tried it on, as boys always do with a new man, I might go berserk. Or I might crumple up and pipe my eye, as I nearly did when Herries mentioned that 1913 First Fifteen . . .’


  He braced himself to take a closer look at the photograph. The boys were his contemporaries, their average age about seventeen when that picture was taken. It was even possible to fancy he could recognise one or two of them, so typical were they of all the youngsters who went west in the bloody shambles in 1916. That was the day Robin Barnes copped it two yards from the trench. And Nick Austin, too, although Nick had taken a night and a day to die, too far out to be brought in by the stretcher-bearers. A whole generation gone and here was the next, flexing their muscles for the show, looking forward to it, he wouldn’t wonder. There was talk of a big Jerry offensive, with whole divisions released by the collapse of the Russian front. If things were desperate enough they might even come combing in places like this. Jerry already had. Two prisoners, brought in by trench raiders the night before he stopped the mortar blast, had been seventeen and looked much younger. He remembered them vividly, although he had never thought about them since, a pair of terrified starvelings in uniforms several sizes too big for them, their coal-scuttle helmets sitting on their shaven heads like extinguishers . . . Could anyone do anything about it at this stage? Suppose the war ended next year or the year after? Would there be anyone left to listen?


  Herries and his wife came back together, the headmaster carrying a loaded tray. Mrs Herries was four inches taller than her husband and thin as a beanpole. Her eyes were as kind and shrewd as his and he thought, as Herries introduced them, ‘He’s holding on better than most and so is she . . . It must be a little like losing seventy-two sons . . . ‘and the reflection helped him to make up his mind. He said, ‘Could I wire for my things, sir? Enough to tide me over?’ and Herries said, casually, ‘Better than that. We’ll telephone the hospital as soon as you’ve had a meal and a look round. Crumpets? Why not? There are certain compensations in being marooned, my dear chap.’


  [image: image]


  It was dusk in the quad when they went out. They had no electricity up here and a shuffling little man with buck teeth was lighting oil lamps suspended over the three arches and at intervals down the long, flagged corridor to the dining hall. David peeped in and made a rough calculation of numbers seated at tea. Four hundred, give or take a dozen. He followed Herries up two flights of slate steps to a landing giving access to two large dormitories, each sleeping about thirty boys. It seemed a very Spartan school. There were no floor coverings, apart from narrow strips of scuffed coconut matting, and no lockers beside the iron cots, each covered with a red blanket. Under each bed was a laundry basket and an enamel chamber-pot. It was very much like a barrack but some of the headmaster’s brusque geniality had rubbed off on the fabric, enough to make it threadbare-friendly, like an old and shabby rectory. Herries, reading his thoughts, said, ‘We’re not too well endowed and all the renovations we had in mind have been postponed for four years. The carpentry shop keeps us from disintegrating completely. Our numbers keep up, however, a third of them the sons of Old Boys. A few of their fathers were in Upper School when I came here.’


  ‘When was that, sir?’


  ‘Summer term, 1904. I always say I came in on the radical tide. It was a year or so before a Liberal landslide. You would have been a child of eight.’


  ‘I remember for all that,’ David said, smiling. ‘You can’t evade politics in the valleys. How did Bamfylde come to be built in a place as remote as this, sir?’


  ‘Everyone asks that. It grew from a school for farmers’ sons. About two dozen of them used to ride their ponies to a farmhouse a mile or so nearer the village. Most of the day boys still ride. One of Arnold’s disciples was rector here and talked the local people and county authorities into founding the place, in 1853. We’re a direct grant school, and about a third of our income comes from the Ministry. They leave us pretty much alone, however, and I get my way in most things. Lord Hopgood – this is part of the Hopgood estate – and the Old Boys make all the real decisions. After I’ve primed them, that is. Some of the Governors are Old Boys, others are local government bigwigs, a few of them local tradesmen in the area. I’ll give you some registers and a prospectus to lull you to sleep after dinner. Come on down now. We’ve just time to view the place from my thinking post before it’s dark!’ and he bounced down the stairs, into the passage, across the quad and through the arch leading to the changing rooms and bath-house, moving at a half-trot.


  The red-brick block behind the school was shut and silent now. Herries, bustling ahead, pointed to a row of single-storey stone buildings. ‘Tuck-house, stables, junkroom, armoury – we have a very flourishing O.T.C. – and the fives court. Latrines opposite. Have to do something about them soon, war or no war. The only effective flushing we get is by moorland brook. Well enough this time of year, when it rains five days a week, but a problem in a dry spell. Take the left-hand path between those two elms. That’s the cricket pavilion and swimming bath. We had the devil’s own luck there. It was finished the week war broke out. Mind the roller – the chain-gang shouldn’t have left it there. Along under the hedge towards the plantation. I’ve seen that grow. Local wisesacres said trees couldn’t survive in the path of the north-easters but they did. We now have a wind-break I wouldn’t care to be without. Here’s the spot. My thinking post!’ and he stopped, giving David time to catch his breath. Herries heard him wheezing and was instantly apologetic. ‘I say, old chap, I’m sorry . . . simply never occurred to me . . . I trot everywhere. Most of us do up here, except in summer term. Have to keep the blood circulating. But I should have remembered, you’re still convalescent. Take a breather.’


  Herries’ thinking post was the stump of an enormous beech, snapped off about twenty feet from the ground. He seemed to have a great affection for it and patted it as though it was a dog. ‘Getting on for three hundred years when it was struck by lightning, in 1912. Lucky job it happened in August, with no one about. Could have killed a dozen of us. Took the sawyers a month to cart it away but it’s still very much alive for me. I used to climb it as a boy.’


  ‘You were a boy at Bamfylde?’


  ‘Seventy-three to seventy-eight, but that was in Wesker’s time, Wesker was a brute. I’ve seen him flog a whole class for spelling mistakes in dictation. Damned fool thing to do. Lucky I could spell.’ He paused for a moment, looking down on the scatter of orange lights some two hundred yards below. The outline of the main buildings was just visible, a blue-black blur, quickened by the last pulse of the winter sun. ‘I very rarely flog a boy and then only for two offences. Persistent lying, and persistent bullying.’


  David said, suddenly, ‘How do you see it, sir? Education, I mean, the real purpose of it? In all that time you must have formed some conclusions.’


  In the dusk he saw the man smile as he stroked his thinking post.


  ‘How? Well, certainly not as a matter of hammering information into boys. That was the general idea when I was young, before Arnold’s ideas had time to flower. He was an insufferable prig, of course, and most of his disciples were worse, but they were moving in the right direction. The important thing is to adapt their theme to the twentieth century, before the commercials move in and take over. I don’t really regard myself as a schoolmaster, or not any longer. I’ve changed direction myself a good deal since I took charge here, particularly so in the last few years. I suppose I see myself as a kind of potter at the wheel but then, that’s priggish too, wouldn’t you say?’


  ‘Not the way you mean it.’


  ‘Ah, but how do I mean it, precisely? It isn’t easy to put these things on paper, or even convince yourself satisfactorily. Parents send their sons to a place like this for specific reasons. The main one is to get an education that will enable them to survive, I suppose. But once they settle in many other processes go to work. They learn a little tolerance, I hope, and how to see a joke against themselves, and how to stand on their own feet. But, above all, the knack of cooperating. I’m not too insistent on scholarship. Scholars are dull dogs for the most part. When I was a boy here there were no organised games to speak of. We crammed and then mooched about, devising ways of avoiding punishment, and tormenting one another out of sheer boredom.’


  ‘Isn’t that what everyone’s engaged in now, sir?’


  ‘Yes, it is. But there’s a well-defined end product, thank God.’


  ‘What is it, sir?’


  ‘A second chance. You’re a history man, so let me ask you a question. Granted my thinking post is three hundred years old, what was happening when it was a foot high?’


  ‘The Civil War was brewing.’


  ‘Precisely. And something very practical emerged from that. Parliamentary democracy for one thing. Two steps up, and one and a half down. That’s my view of history. British history, at all events.’


  ‘But we’ve fallen down a long flight since 1914, haven’t we?’


  ‘We’ve taken a tumble certainly, but that’s because we were too damned cocky in the first years of the new century. I daresay we’ll learn from it. Dammit, we have to unless all those youngsters were the victims of an obscene practical joke, and I can’t let myself believe that they were. As I say, I saw seventy-two of them grow up, and there weren’t many fools among them. And no cowards, either, not in the true sense of the word.’


  The man’s optimism was working on him like a drug. His staying power, the strength and simplicity of his faith, was something the men out there had lost long ago, as long ago as Neuve Chapelle and Loos. But a flicker of doubt remained. He said, ‘As to learning from it, I take it you mean internationally? Out there everyone below the rank of field officer has had a bellyful of patriotism.’


  ‘Ah, patriotism,’ Herries said, affably, and although the dusk now shrouded them completely, David divined a twinkle in the eyes. ‘Don’t forget Edith Cavell, Powlett-Jones. “Patriotism is not enough” . . . She could have amplified that, poor soul. Patriotism is a first step, I’d say. On the road to civic maturity that is. You had three years out there. I still believe in a Divine Purpose. You survived for a purpose, I imagine. To help head other survivors in the right direction, maybe.’


  Nipper Shawe was swinging his bell again. For prep probably, and its clamour terminated Herries’s reverie. ‘Come, we’ll look in on Big School and introduce you. It’ll break the ice for man and beast. Then dinner. Ellie has shepherd’s pie, with gooseberry fool to follow. We have fruit cages behind that copse and Ellie is a fanatical bottler.’


  They moved down the slight incline towards the scatter of lights and at the end of the path David barked his shin on the fender of the horse-roller. ‘Curse that chain-gang,’ Herries said, genially, ‘I’ll have Masterson’s press-gang move it in the morning. Masterson is down for Dartmouth in September. He’s a natural leader of the press-gang.’


  
Chapter Two


  I


  Never in the past or indeed in the years ahead was he so sharply aware of that heightened sense of time that accompanies the process of self-discovery; of new faces, new experiences, new dimensions of space, shape, texture, colour and relationship that lifted him out of limbo and set his feet squarely upon virgin ground.


  There was that farcical incident the first day he took the Lower Fourth, that final refuge of extravagant humorists, who regarded any new tutor, especially an inexperienced one, as legitimate prey, a blind and bumbling bear, to be baited and tested for sharpness of tooth and claw. From the first he saw the various groupings of the boys in terms of sections in a muster of infantry, halfway through his front-line service, a time when the ranks of any sizeable unit included battle-tried veterans, work-shy barrackroom lawyers and any number of nervous eighteen-year-olds, fresh from school and recruit centre, all eager to show their mettle.


  The scale began in the Second Form, composed entirely of first and second termers, ticking off the days as they adjusted to the pangs of homesickness. One looked for no trouble at all with these. All that was necessary was to slip into the role of jovial uncle, or brother separated by a wide age gap, and jolly them along, spicing the lesson with a few old chestnuts and injecting the spice of romance into pages of the text-books where all the tedious milestones of British history were marked in heavy, marginal print, a row of cromlechs tracing a road across a waterless desert.


  In the Lower, Middle and Upper Third sights had to be adjusted. Here were the thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds, who had played themselves in and were now in the process of separating into four streams, streams that he came to think of as the anxious-to-learners, the occasional-triers, the professional timepassers and the practical jokers, bent on making a reputation for themselves.


  It was in the Fourth Forms that trouble really began. The Fourth Forms were the school watershed, boys of fifteen and above, with two or three years of rough and tumble behind them and no immediate responsibilities ahead, a majority of skrimshankers who reminded him of the crafty, time-serving men, whose experience earned them stripes one day that were taken away the next. And of the three Fourth Forms the Lower Fourth was the toughest, perhaps because the Cambridge examinations would be that much nearer after removes to the Middle and Upper Fourth were achieved, and pressures were applied by parents reacting to end-of-term reports.


  At all events, his first crisis came on his second morning at Bamfylde, when he introduced himself to some thirty blank-faced fifteen-year-olds in Big School, used as a formroom for the Lower Fourth during the day and as a communal prep room for the whole of the Middle School in the evenings.


  It was a difficult room to overlook. The space between the rostrum and the first row of desks was unusually wide, so that he had a sense of being detached from the class in a way that did not happen elsewhere. The ceiling was high and arched and the three Gothic windows gave a clear view of the forecourt and east drive, an open invitation to idlers to concentrate on comings and goings out there rather than on the blackboard or the rostrum.


  Boyer, a well-grown, rather saturnine boy with dark hair and high cheekbones, occupied a desk in the back row and even before the incident David marked him down as a jester. He had humorous, heavy-lidded eyes, grey, watchful and mocking. From the moment of making his first appearance, however, David was struck by the unusual passivity of the class. They sat very sedately, attentively awaiting his opening gambits, so that he was well launched on a survey of Elizabeth’s foreign policy when there was a sudden stir at the back of the room. A glance, centring on Boyer, warned him he was in trouble, serious trouble if he let it get out of hand, for Boyer had turned very pale, blinking his humorous eyes rapidly as his limbs twitched and jerked, setting all the inkpots in the communal desk leaping in their sockets. Before David could make even the briefest assessment of the situation the mouth began to twitch in sympathy so that one had the distinct impression that Boyer was in the grip of some form of palpitation or spasm that would bring him, in a matter of seconds, to a point of prostration. David stood up and made a single step towards the edge of the rostrum but at once a forest of hands shot up and reassuring advice was shouted at him from all directions.


  ‘It’s all right, sir!’


  ‘Don’t worry, sir!’


  ‘Only one of Boyer’s fits, sir . . . !’


  ‘Shall I take him to Matron, sir?’ And then, calmly stated above the chorus by Dobson, Boyer’s right-hand neighbour, ‘It happens about once a week, sir! Fresh air always brings him round sir. Shall I open the window and loosen his collar, sir?’


  It was Dobson’s unceremonious handling of the boy that alerted him for, as he bent over Boyer to loosen his tie, he overplayed his hand by tightening it. Boyer, choking on the knot, came to for a fleeting second, long enough to push his outstretched hand into Dobson’s face with such force that Dobson reeled across the aisle until stopped by the water pipes. At the same time concern seemed to ebb from the boys crowding round and some of them began to titter, establishing beyond doubt that Boyer’s performance was very much appreciated.


  He took a chance then. He had nothing but instinct to tell him that Boyer’s seizure was a well-rehearsed trick on the part of the Lower Fourth to relieve the tedium of an hour devoted to De Silva, Walsingham and the Dutch. He roared, at the top of his voice, ‘Silence! Places!’ and the command at least had the effect of dispersing the crowd about Boyer’s desk, giving him his first real chance to weigh the probabilities. Then Dobson rallied but again, a mere amateur alongside Boyer, he overplayed, saying, in an aggrieved voice, ‘I was only trying to help, sir . . .!’ and that did it. Colour returned to Boyer’s face and he sat upright, blinking and looking confused, a traveller who has awakened in a train to discover he has passed his station. And in a sense he had for David descending from the rostrum, and moving down the centre aisle, scented victory in the hush that fell in the class as he said, quietly but menacingly, ‘Stand up, Boyer! You too, Dobson!’, and both boys raised themselves, looking, David thought, surprised and vaguely apprehensive. He said, in the same level tone, ‘Quite a performance! But it needs working on, Boyer! You’re not bad but your partner is a terrible ham,’ and the astonished laugh, heavier and more sustained than the obligatory response to a master’s quip, set the seal on his triumph. He paused then, savouring it and wondering if either Boyer or Dobson would have the nerve to carry the bluff a stage further. When they did not he said, mildly, ‘It’s only fair to warn you I’m familiar with all forms of hysteria. In fact, I’m an expert, having spent the last seven months in shell-shock wards.’


  It was well below the belt. He was aware of that but he didn’t care. It was a crossroads in his life, and victory was essential. In the uneasy silence that followed he weighed his words carefully, finally opting for a middle course, halfway between outrage and appeal, but choosing irony as the weapon best suited to the occasion.


  ‘Well, now,’ he said, ‘Boyer being happily restored to full health, suppose I begin by being frank? This is my second day here but I’ll add to that. It’s also my second day in the teaching profession – teaching in school, that is, for I’ve been engaged, among other things, in teaching recruits how to deal with the Opposition. Think about that, because the Opposition, from here on, is you. Right, sit down, both of you, and let’s have a show of hands. How many of you were in on Boyer’s little relapse?’


  Four hands were raised. Then eight and finally two more, near the front. Their readiness to admit complicity touched him. He said, easily, ‘Well, that’s honest at all events. Boyer took the risks alone, so I don’t really see why he should be expected to carry all the bacon home. Everyone concerned, including Boyer and his male nurse, can copy out the chapter we were doing and bring it to me at morning break tomorrow. You deserve far worse, of course, but they tell me every dog is allowed one bite.’


  The murmur told him all he wanted to know but Boyer still had a surprise for him. He stood up again, red in the face but resolute. ‘My . . . er . . . apologies, sir . . . It was only . . . a . . . well . . . sir . . . a . . .’


  ‘A tryout?’


  ‘Well, yes, sir. None of us knew, sir. About the hospital, I mean.’


  ‘No reason why you should.’ He lowered himself on the edge of the desk for a moment. At any minute he knew that his hands would begin to shake and the prospect terrified him. He said, carefully, ‘You’ve no exams this term, have you?’ and Youings, a studious-looking boy in the front row, said, ‘No, sir, not this term,’ and made it sound as if he regretted it.


  ‘Has anyone here ever tried teaching you more up-to-date history? The basic causes of the present war, for instance?’


  ‘A little, sir.’ from Youings, who continued, ‘Germany’s commercial jealousy, and need for overseas markets, sir?’ but then, to his surprise, Dobson’s hand shot up and he said, in response to a nod, ‘Kaiser Bill’s trying to rule the world, isn’t he, sir?’


  ‘According to the Daily Mail he is. Any other ideas?’


  In their collective concentration he sensed a desperate eagerness to appease. Letherett, a red-headed boy, reminded the class of the assassination of the Austrian Archduke at Sarajevo. Gibson seemed to think it was all a bid on the part of Germany for naval supremacy. Hoxton was more subtle, stating categorically that Germany had gone to war in the belief that Britain would stand aside and let her occupy France. They were still having their say when the bell went and they seemed genuinely interested in his assessments of their answers. He said, by way of valediction, ‘We’ll continue the inquest on Friday if my reading of the timetable is correct. Class dismissed,’ and he gathered up his books and left without a backward glance.


  It was different again with the Classical Fifth but perhaps not so different from his point of view, for here again he deliberately pushed himself out on a limb.


  The Classical Fifth were beyond the skylarking stage. Some of them, a sizeable minority he would say, were genuinely interested in the subject, and he was luckier here, for they were preparing for summer exam questions on the late nineteenth century, as far as the death of Queen Victoria. It was easy to introduce them to the same theme, and be sure of their attention. He took the same line, stating the basic causes of the war and inviting questions. Foster Major’s question gave him his cue; Foster Major, six feet tall, and already sprouting golden hairs on his upper lip. He asked, eagerly, ‘How much longer will it take us to beat the Hun, sir?’


  ‘We can’t beat him now, Foster!’


  The murmur that greeted this heresy dismayed him so he added, quickly, ‘Not in the real sense, not in the way we might have done if the Gallipoli show had been a success.’ He waited for that to sink in, then said, ‘Now we’ve no alternative but to crush him and don’t fool yourselves into believing that that is a final answer. It’ll buy us time but that’s about all. Jerry is bled white, but then, so are we. I don’t know what you fellows think of the Americans but I’ll tell you what the chaps think of them over there. Our one chance of avoiding a stalemate.’


  They digested this. He could sense incredulity doing battle with other, less complicated reactions. Indignation, possibly, something that ran counter to everything they had been told over the years by men fighting the war from Fleet Street. Finally Gosse, a languid, smartly dressed boy, whose heavy horn-rimmed spectacles gave him a slightly aesthetic look, raised his hand. ‘Are you saying, sir, that we couldn’t beat the Hun without the Yanks – without the Americans, sir?’


  ‘I’m saying it would take us another two to three years, and that’s only another way of saying there wouldn’t be a victory. The object of war, as the men over there see it, is to preserve our way of life. That’s what they’ve been told and that’s what they believe, those of them that still believe in anything except each other. In three years there would be nothing worth preserving. One other thing, Gosse. Over there nobody uses the term ‘Hun’ any more. I stopped using it at a place called St Quentin. Two Germans carried me in a blanket across four hundred yards of open ground under a box barrage. If they hadn’t I wouldn’t be here arguing the toss with you.’


  But Gosse, a diehard if ever there was one, stuck to his point.


  ‘I take it they were prisoners, sir?’


  ‘Yes, they were. But shell-splinters aren’t particular where they find a billet. They risked their lives to save mine.’


  ‘But in 1914 they burned Louvain, sir.’


  ‘Yes, they did. But I like to think they’ve learned since then. We’ve all learned something, or should have. If we haven’t, getting on for a hundred chaps who occupied those desks of yours a few years ago died in a circus, not a war.’


  He hadn’t meant to say as much as this but later he was glad. For two reasons, separated by a few hours. In the first place, when the bell sounded marking the end of morning classes, they crowded round him, asking all kinds of questions, a few baffled and even hostile, but every one of them prompted by a burning curiosity. Then, as dusk was setting in, and he was closeted in what Herries called Mount Olympus – the ground-floor lavatory in the head’s house with its opaque window opening on to the covered part of the quad – he overheard Gosse and two other Fifth Formers discussing him. Dispassionately, as though they already accepted him as a queer fish. He made haste to get out then but before he could escape he heard one boy say, ‘All right, he’s a Bolshie. But what he says makes sense to me, Starchy!’


  He was getting to grips with the Bamfylde obsession for names. There were two Gosse boys at the school. The elder, a beefy extrovert, was called ‘Archibald’, so it followed that he should be labelled ‘Archy’ and his elegant brother ‘Starchy’. Starchy Gosse was a pedant but fair-minded, it seemed, for he said, mildly, ‘It depends on how long he’s been out there,’ and the third boy asked, ‘Why Starchy?’


  ‘They say it gets a man down in the end. That chap talks just like my Uncle Edward. He was invalided out two years ago, but my governor has stopped inviting him over. Seems to think he’s . . . well, almost pro-Hun . . . pro-Jerry. I don’t think he is. I mean, how the hell could he be, with one eye and one leg gone?’


  David was sweating when he reached the stairs but in the privacy of his rooftop room, lent to him until he took up his quarters in Havelock’s House at the start of the summer term, he found he was able to take a more encouraging view of the conversation. At least Gosse had begun to think outside his prejudices. And at least doubt had begun to cloud the Classical Fifth’s conventional picture of the war, as drawn for them by Northcliffe and Bottomley. And also, as a bonus, Starchy had corrected himself when using the word ‘Hun’. Did it matter a damn if they thought of him as a Bolshie?


  The Sixth Forms had to be handled very differently. In a way he equated them with the very youngest boys in the school, for they were exceptionally vulnerable at seventeen-plus. If the war dragged on for a few months, some of them would be out there and they were all too aware of it. The Rupert Brooke approach – ‘Breast expanding to the ball’ – spent itself long ago, and disillusionment was general among all but the fanatics and armchair strategists. Sometimes it seemed to him that the foul blight had already touched these youngsters, so that he saw them stripped of their high spirits, leading some forlorn attack on a German sector, defended by heavy machine-guns, and belching mortar fire. They pressed him shyly for technical details, extensions of questions posed in the drill books of the Officers’ Training Corps that paraded twice a week in the plantation and on the hillsides beyond. He humoured them, feeling his age here more than in any other part of the school. The gap between him and the eldest of them was no more than four years but it might have been fifty.


  And then, towards the end of term, a week or two after Ludendorff’s shattering breakthrough on Gough’s Fifth Army front, with the appalling prospect of Paris falling, and the British being flung back on the Channel ports, there was another incident that left its mark on him yet encouraged him to see his presence here as something of real value.


  Algy Herries told him at breakfast that young Briarley’s father, a captain in the Rifle Brigade, had been killed on the Lys, and the boy had been told the news by Ellie, who usually took it upon herself to perform these melancholy chores. ‘The poor little toad is sunning himself out front now,’ Herries said. ‘Suppose you go and have a chat with him?’


  ‘What could I say that Mrs Herries hasn’t already said?’ David asked, and Herries said, airily, ‘Oh, I don’t know . . . something about all the chaps who have gone on ahead, maybe. And perhaps what it’s all in aid of,’ and at this David guessed Herries had heard, through the Bamfylde grapevine, of his ‘Bolshie’ chats with the Fourth and Fifth Forms, but was giving no clue as to whether he approved or disapproved.


  He went out into the forecourt where Briarley sat on a seat under the huge cedar that spread itself across the headmaster’s lawn. The boy looked stunned but more or less in control of himself. He sat very still, his hands on his knees, staring down across a field of rough pasture, part of which had been dug over for potatoes. Beyond the violet skyline granite outcrops of the Exmoor plateau winked and glistened in the pale sunshine, but nothing moved out there. The spring landscape looked as lonely and desolate as Briarley.


  He sat down beside the boy, saying nothing for a moment, but then he saw Briarley’s lip quiver and lifted his arm, resting it gently on the boy’s shoulder. He said, at length, ‘Was he a professional, Briarley?’ and when Briarley nodded, ‘We couldn’t have held out this long without them, lad; They taught us everything we knew in the early days’ and then, when the boy made no reply, ‘Do you care to tell me about him? I’ve served in the Lys sector twice. Maybe we met, spoke to one another.’


  He could not be sure whether his presence brought any real comfort but it must have eased Briarley’s inner tensions to some extent for presently he said, ‘I didn’t see a great deal of him, sir. When I was a kid he was mostly in India or Ireland. He came here once, on leave. Last autumn, it was. We . . . we sat here for a bit, waiting for the school boneshaker to take him to the station.’


  ‘Did he talk about the war, Briarley?’


  ‘No, sir, not really. He only . . . ‘


  ‘Well?’


  ‘He said if anything did happen, and he was crocked and laid up for a time, I was to be sure and do all I could to look after the mater while he was away.’


  ‘Are you an only child, Briarley?’


  ‘No, sir. I’m the only boy. I’ve got three sisters, one older, the others just kids.’


  ‘Well, then, you’ve got a job ahead of you. Your mother is going to need you badly. That’s something to keep in mind, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes, sir. I suppose so, but . . .’


  He began to cry silently and with a curious dignity, so that David automatically tightened his grip on the slight shoulders. There was no point in saying anything more. They sat there for what seemed to David a long time and then, with a gulp or two, Briarley got up. ‘I’d better start packing, sir. Algy . . . I mean the headmaster said I was to go home today, ahead of the others. Matron’s getting my trunk down from the covered playground . . .’ And then, in what David thought of as an oddly impersonal tone, ‘The telegram said “Killed in action”, sir. What exactly – well, does that always mean what it says?’


  ‘If it hadn’t been that way it would have said “Died of wounds”, and there’s a difference.’


  ‘Thank you, sir.’ He was a plucky kid and had himself in hand again. He nodded briefly and walked back towards the head’s house. David would have liked to have followed him, letting himself be caught up in the swirl of end-of-term junketings, but he could not trust himself to move. His hands were shaking again and his head was tormented by the persistent buzzing that always seemed to assail him these days in moments of stress. He said, explosively, ‘God damn everybody! Where’s the sense in it . . .? Where’s the bloody sense, for Christ’s sake?’ And then, like Briarley, he was granted the relief of tears.


  II


  There were plenty of moments during that period of initiation when he was able, to his own surprise, to put the war out of mind and find handholds that promised hope of a climb back to objectivity. Occasionally it was in class, when he was interested in some particular aspect of the syllabus, but more often it was in the common room, rubbing shoulders with the assortment of eccentrics that the arch-eccentric Herries had assembled round him to tide him through the war.


  They were not a very likeable bunch but one had, David assumed, to make allowances. The older men were petrified in the Victorian mould, some of them so deeply rutted that they appeared to regard the war as a tedious and irrelevant interruption to their careers or well-earned retirement. Of the younger bunch, the C.3 men were almost pitiable, feeling themselves terribly handicapped as civilians in authority over four hundred boys, almost all of whom had fathers, brothers and uncles at the front. There was one among this latter group who was teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown, Meredith, a twenty-five-year-old diabetic, with a sallow complexion and huge defenceless eyes. Meredith’s classes, David learned, usually ended in a riot, and he was said to stand on the rostrum and let the tide of ribaldry sweep over him, bleating, ‘I say there. . . I say, you fellows . . . !’ Beyond that he would make no protest. Meredith had a curious sideways-sloping gait, moving over the ground with long strides, one shoulder raised an inch higher than the other. The boys had taken to mimicking him and some of them did it rather well, occasionally, it was alleged, lurching up to the blackboard in his actual presence and taking over, while Meredith stood helplessly, whimpering, ‘I say. . . I say, you fellows . . . !’ Herries had done what he could to help and even advised Meredith to take a cane into class, but when the poor devil followed this advice even worse chaos resulted. Boyer and his ilk, pretending to be terrified of Meredith’s ineffectual swipes, fled in all directions. When cornered they fell on their knees, shrieking for mercy.


  The older masters showed no sympathy at all with the poor chap and frequently complained of the uproar resulting from his classes. Carter, the only younger master apart from David who had been in uniform, was the most persistent common-room nag, and David soon conceived an intense dislike for the man, whose conceit amounted to arrogance.


  Carter was a stocky, rather florid man, with smooth red hair that he kept oiled so that it gleamed like wet rust. He had a long inquisitive nose, rimless glasses and no eyelashes to speak of. On the strength of six months’ service as a Territorial officer, at a camp in Northumberland, he claimed David as a war comrade, explaining in great detail how a knee injury, received in a pre-war football game, had been responsible for his discharge in 1915.


  ‘Let me down with a bump, old man,’ he said, during one of his interminable reminiscences, that made David think of himself as a newly joined officer buttonholed by a patronising major. ‘Damn thing gave out the week my draft was due to leave for France. Most of them went west at Loos, of course. Damned awful show, Loos. Badly bungled, I gather.’


  David murmured that it was, and that he had seen some fighting in the area, but Carter was not interested in positive experience, preferring to talk of his triumphs on the drill ground outside Newcastle in the early days of Kitchener’s army. He was still very much the martinet, with a small army of his own, the school O.T.C., and was extremely put out when David politely refused to join the Corps.


  ‘Damn it, why not, old man? We could use a chap like you, someone with trench experience. I daresay you could teach us a few wrinkles if you cared to, and the top brass regard the O.T.C. as the nursery of subalterns, don’t they?’


  ‘If they do then God help the lot of us,’ said David, the Welsh lilt edging back into his voice as it often did under stress. ‘The average life of those kids out there is three weeks. Good God, man, they don’t even have time to learn when to duck!’ and at once regretted his testiness. He need not have bothered. Carter was exceptionally thick-skinned and said blandly, ‘Well, that’s war, old chap. Can’t win a war without losing a few. However, I’ll not take no for an answer. The head tells me you’re still convalescent. We’ll talk about it again later, eh?’


  He drifted off, unaware that the convalescent was having the greatest difficulty in restraining himself from committing assault upon his person, but the moment he was out of earshot Howarth, the senior English master, said, ‘Ignore the poopstick. Most of us do, whenever we can,’ and he at once felt cheered, for he was by no means sure, at this stage, whether Herries would expect him to take part in O.T.C. activities. He said, cautiously, ‘Is that true about his knee?’ and Howarth, reluctantly laying aside his Times, said that everybody at Bamfylde took that knee on trust, as the medical board must have done, Carter being but thirty-one years old. He added, however, ‘The devil of it is it gives him the edge on all the civilians about here and being Carter he makes the utmost of it. Maybe somebody was lucky he was crocked on the football field. Shouldn’t care to have him lead me into action, would you?’


  ‘No, by God, I wouldn’t,’ David said, and at once saw the testy, taciturn Howarth in a new light. Up to then he had been very wary of the man, a notable disciplinarian, with the reputation for possessing a bitter tongue. No one at Bamfylde, save Herries himself, had escaped Howarth’s sarcasm, but he was recognised as a first class teacher who had the respect, if not the affection, of the boys, even the wild ones in the Lower Fourth. When the other masters had drawn their dishwater coffee from the tarnished urn and moved off, David said, ‘You’ve been here a good many years, Mr Howarth. How would you say it compares with other schools, schools of the same standing?’ and Howarth said, for once without irony, ‘I can tell you that. It compares extremely well under Herries. It’ll never be a Harrow, a Clifton or a Rugby. That chance passed us by when our numbers dropped in Bull’s day. But I think of it as a first-class second-rater. Or could be, when the wartime chaff is blown away, and the Governors spend some money on the fabric.’ He seemed to reflect a moment. ‘I stayed when I might have moved on and I’ve had my chances, especially in the last few years, when my age group has had it all their own way. But if you asked me why I don’t think I could give you a specific answer. Maybe it’s because I like and respect Herries. He’s an original.’


  ‘You don’t look for originality in this profession, do you?’


  ‘You do here,’ Howarth said shortly, and abruptly terminated the conversation by picking up his Times, leaving David with the impression that Howarth was someone on whom it might be wiser to reserve judgment. He was right about Bamfylde as regards originality, however, as David soon discovered when he became better acquainted with the older men on the staff.


  There was Cordwainer. There was Acton. And there was Gibbs, respectively known as ‘Judy’, ‘Bouncer’ and ‘Rapper’. The Sixth called the trio ‘The Magi’, for each, in his different way, was a man of distinction. Judy Cordwainer taught geography as his main subject, and elementary mathematics to the juniors, but he did many other things. He played the organ at Stonecross Church, where the school worshipped on Sundays, marked out the cricket and football pitches with fanatical precision, presided over the school stationery cupboard and even taught woodwork. Judy came of the generation of school-teachers who practised before the age of specialisation and could turn hand and brain to anything once he was persuaded Bamfylde had need of his services. A tall, austere man, with cadaverous features, he was without a sense of humour, but his unswerving loyalty to boys and colleagues more than made up for this and, over the years, he had acquired a gratuitous popularity. Wags were fond of explaining how he came by his nickname, back in the nineties, when he had been housemaster of Outram’s, a post he had relinquished in favour of Carter on his official retirement. It appeared that Outram’s was cock-house that particular year and were expected to win the house cup for rugby, but their final game against Havelock’s showed a lamentable lack of form. Cordwainer, disgusted by their poor performance, trotted up and down the touchline shouting encouragement to their rivals, who finally won both match and trophy. Cordwainer’s own fifteen were so outraged by this treachery that they styled him Judas, softened, over the years, to Judy.


  A standard entertainment at Bamfylde was to crowd round the stationery cupboard in the Remove in order to witness Judy issue replacements. He would refuse to renew an exercise book unless he was satisfied that every page of an old one was covered with scrawl, and would sharpen an inch of pencil and uncross Waverley nibs when boys presented evidence of spent equipment. He had a high-pitched, honking voice, and despite his age could still subdue a classroom, hurling a huge bunch of keys at inattentive pupils and sometimes hitting the hot water pipes in a way that sent an echoing clang through all the classrooms of Lower School. He had a passion for neatness and precision. Later on David saw him award marks to third Formers with wrong answers, rejecting correctly answered exercises that were decorated with blots. Cordwainer saw Bamfylde as a kind of rural Athens, and probably thought of it as the centre of the cultural universe. Being as bald as a tonsured monk (and looking like one in his voluminous gown) he would wear his tweed cap in class on cold mornings and stand honking there, a perfect prototype of the old-style dominie, whose methods were unchanged since he came down from Cambridge in the early seventies. Indeed, a parody of Judy Cordwainer, one of the standard turns among the juniors who could exactly reproduce his honking voice, usually began with one or other of his favourite precepts – I’ll have method before speed, d’ye hear?’ or ‘Oh . . . prince of fools! Take it away, slovenly numbskull!’


  By contrast, Bouncer Acton was a hearty, excessively amiable man, an ordained priest who ministered to a small parish north of the school, where he occupied a rectory used as a spill-over for new boys. Everyone liked Bouncer, who taught divinity throughout the school, and Latin to the juniors, but everyone took shameless advantage of his slight deafness and near-sightedness, and the fact that he preferred to look over rather than through the steel-rimmed spectacles perched on his pudgy little nose. It was said that Bouncer had donned those useless spectacles while taking part in a charade as a boy, and had subsequently forgotten them, leaving them perched there even when he went to bed. The bolder boys were fond of asking Bouncer earnestly phrased questions, concerning passages in the Bible relating to Lot’s incest, circumcision, concubines, how much the elders saw of Susannah, and the Virgin birth, but he would always answer straightforwardly, seldom suspecting he was being hoaxed. On occasion, however, he could be savage. His standard punishment, for the few misdemeanours he detected, was a volley of four penal marks and this meant one hour’s drill on Saturdays. As four was the limit allowed, and any penal marks in excess earned the delinquent a thrashing, this had the effect of keeping sky-larkers in purdah for the remainder of the week. The wags were equally expert at mimicking Bouncer, who had pendulous cheeks that quivered when he bobbed up and down, the trick that had won him his nickname.


  Rapper Gibbs was different again, a wizened insignificant looking man, who taught music and accompanied the popular choral and operatic societies that Herries had founded on becoming headmaster. Rapper’s soubriquet stemmed from the short pointer he used on the knuckles of blundering amateur pianists, but despite his asperity he was an excellent tutor and music, David discovered, played a prominent part in the cultural activities of the community.


  There were some two dozen masters on the staff in the spring of 1918. Apart from outstanding characters, like Judy, Bouncer, Rapper and the sarcastic, withdrawn Howarth, there were several other oddities, some of whom David did not get to know until the following term. Ferguson, for instance, a volcano of a man who taught French, and would never utter a word of English during a class, ignoring boys who addressed him in their own tongue. His habit of prancing up and down the classroom, using his gown like a sail, had earned him the nickname of ‘Bat’; Barnaby was an amiable, erudite man who taught Latin in Senior School, and was said to be inordinately fond of porridge, even the glutinous concoction ladled out in Hall every morning throughout the school year. There was the motherly Mrs Parminter, who presided over the Second Form, and was so formidably corseted that her substantial bust projected like the flying buttress of a Gothic town hall. She was known, on this account, as ‘Ma Fender’, but the smaller boys, particularly those newly removed from home, were glad of her comfort and sympathy. There was only one other woman on the staff, Mrs Gorman, the elderly Matron, who was inflexible and matter-of-fact with patients and malingerers alike. No one had coined a nickname for her until a returning Old Boy, happening to seek her out for relief of some minor ailment, emerged with a slip of paper marked ‘M & D’, that meant, so he told his audience, ‘Medicine and Duty’, thus establishing a legend that Mrs Gorman had served in the R.A.M.C. in the Boer War. After that the boys referred to her as ‘Kruger’.


  They were, David decided, a very colourful lot, but apart from Herries himself he was unable, during those first weeks, to strike up a friendship with any one of them. It was as though he had joined a band of castaways on a desert island, the lone survivor of a subsequent wreck, and at first he was inclined to view his isolation as the inevitable result of his own mental confusion. In the end he took his problem to Herries.


  ‘In a sense you are an outsider, my dear chap,’ he said, ‘and that’s the reason I grabbed you the moment you showed up. You’re the bridge, don’t you see? A passage over a generation gap, and it isn’t the conventional generation gap we all have to cross if we know our business properly. Your gap, caused by the war, is semi-permanent. It might take twenty years to close.’


  ‘But some of the chaps on the staff are only a year or so older than I am,’ David argued. ‘There’s the C.3 men, and Carter.’


  ‘It’s not a matter of years, but of experience, don’t you see? What are our casualties to date? Not far short of three million, I’d say, and a third of them dead at eighteen-plus. No one who hasn’t been out can imagine what it’s like. Mentally a man like you must have aged about a year every month, and that makes you immeasurably senior to theorists like me, and faithful old buffers like Cordwainer, Acton and Gibbs. Someone has to tackle the job of nudging all those young rascals over the threshold into what I sincerely hope will be an entirely new world. We can’t do it because we’re even more adrift than they are and haven’t a compass reading between us. In a year or so I daresay we can find you some help. Hang it all, everyone in his early twenties can’t be dead or maimed or gassed. In the meantime you’re on your own, lad.’


  He thought about this during his long tramps across the moors and his moochings around the silent and deserted buildings during the Easter holidays, when most of the staff and all the boys were gone save a dozen who lived in the head’s house while their parents were abroad. It was a sombre thought but it represented the challenge that he, and Herries, and the Osborne neurologist thought of as therapy, and with the slow return of vitality, and a surer grip on his nerves, he began to respond to it in a way that revived his self-confidence.


  The news from the front was bad but his infantryman’s eye had taught him to read between the lines of press reports so that, alone among everyone he met in this backwater, he was able to assess the problems of the German vanguard, who had far outrun their supplies in the surging advance that began on March 21st. Right now they were crossing the old battlefields of ’fifteen, ’sixteen and ’seventeen, devastated country where the difficulties of the victors would be more formidable than those of divisions falling back on base areas. Eventually, he supposed, there would be a counterattack, spearheaded by the Americans, so that on the whole he was optimistic of the eventual outcome.


  By the last day of April, when the school reassembled, he was scanning the newspapers for signs of a large-scale holding operation and found his opinion eagerly solicited by boys whose fathers and brothers had been caught up in the spring débâcle.


  ‘Will the Yanks attack, sir?’


  ‘Is our own show under way, sir?’


  ‘Do you suppose Jerry has shot his bolt, sir?’


  It was curious, he thought, that even the fourteen-year-olds were more instinctively aware of what was at stake out there than men thirty, forty or even fifty years their senior. In a way, in a perverse way, it might even be hopeful.


  
Chapter Three


  I


  He was finding his way about, familiarising himself with the great, sprawling barn of a place that straggled halfway up the rise behind the grey-stone buildings of the original Bamfylde, built of imported materials that always seemed at odds with the honey-coloured local stone used for the extensions.


  There were really two schools here, the tall squarish pile that reared itself four sides of the quad (and even after seventy years of Exmoor weathering, still looked like a baroque folly) and the utilitarian additions added over the years, that had already adapted themselves to the green-brown hillside, a straggle of farm buildings, and unfenced pastures bounded by the sports fields in the south and west, and plantation wind-break to the east, and the crest of the moor to the north. Herries and Howarth were right about the decaying fabric. It had needed extensive renovation long before the war began. Now it was beginning to look seedy, scarred and very shabby.


  Most of the classrooms, together with Big School, and the headmaster’s house that occupied the whole of the south side of the quad, were housed in the older block. Big Hall, the kitchens and all but one of the dormitories, were in the newer block. Long, stone-flagged passages connected these quarters with the quad. Branching from it, one floor up, was a wainscoted passage known as the Rogues’ Gallery. Here, in a sombre row, hung portraits of Bamfylde’s five headmasters, including a younger, cherubic-looking Herries. Opposite them, posed in wide-eyed, dutiful groups, were football and cricket teams, reaching back to the earliest days of the school when nobody wore special clothing for games and everyone played cricket and football in workaday boots and shirtsleeves. There was a veritable warren of music rooms, laundry rooms, a boothole and a stray classroom or two about here, together with a school museum and, on the floor above, a range of attics used as storerooms. There was also a garret where, once a fortnight, the barber from Challacombe, the nearest market town, plied his clippers. One of Algy Herries’s aversions was overlong hair and the boys, from the Fifth downwards, were shorn at frequent intervals. For a day or so after the appearance of Bastin, the barber, known and reviled as ‘Sweeney’ by the boys, everyone on the premises (the Sixth had won an exemption charter) went about with a whitish skull and Bastin was seen to drive away with a sack of clippings. The boys swore that he used them to make hairshirts that he sold to monks, but David later discovered that a condition of his contract was to dispose of his debris after a mass haircut, the school being desperately short of domestic staff.


  Apart from the headmaster’s house, which was spacious and comfortably furnished, and some of the quarters occupied by living-in masters, the premises were bleak and daunting to a newcomer. When he left the temporary refuge of the O.B.A. President’s room, David was given a sitting-room and tiny bedroom in Havelock’s House, ruled by Ferguson, the French master. Mrs Ferguson was a Frenchwoman and reminded David of the black-draped madames he had seen counting their takings in estaminets behind the lines. The Fergusons were a staid, methodical couple, who left him to his own devices in his limited free time, and he grew to like his little sitting-room that looked south over a stretch of moor dotted with birchwoods and the rhododendron forest he had noted on his first walk from the station.


  The aspect of the moor changed dramatically during his first few weeks up here. When he had arrived, in early March, the countryside had a wind-swept, breathless look, as though its hardihood had been taxed to the limit by winter gales and frosts, but even before the summer term opened, spring had enlarged its hold. All the beeches and elms in the two drives began to sprout new leaves, a sheen of bright green varying the mottled pattern of gold and russet, and a rash of primroses appeared in the breast-high banks, relieved every few yards by great plumes of cow-parsley and a scatter of scarlet campion. Soon, in the folds under the copses, where the little river Brent ran to join the Bray or the Barle (it seemed undecided which) acres of bluebells dusted the margins, like early morning mist masking the shallow valley. The sky patterns changed minute by minute, now streaked and dappled with bluish trailers, now a jumble of plumped-up pillows, gashed by gusts of wind that came soughing down from the upper moor. This high land stretched away into the far distance, a series of brown and grey ridges, broken here and there by the blur of woods where pockets of ash, sycamore, thorn and elderberry had found some kind of refuge from the north-easterlies and south-westerlies that Herries said took turn and turn about from October to May.


  The air and its landscape improved his health, soothing his ragged nerves and inducing a state of suspended dreaminess when he was not occupied in class, or with games, or dormitory supervision. Slowly, week by week, the Western Front began to recede, an old wound he was learning to live with, and sometimes the war seemed so remote that it might have been fought by Wellington or Marlborough. He was helped in this by his growing rapport with the boys.


  He had his favourites or, if not favourites, then his star-performers, whom he saw as he had once seen the section leaders of his platoon. There was a star-performer in every group and round him were gathered his acolytes. The mystique of leadership was as obvious here as in the trenches and he found he could soon spot the rankers marked down for a stripe. Boyer, of the Lower Fourth, was such a one, with Dobson as his runner-up. Blades, in the Upper Third, was another, a handsome boy who took the leadership of his group for granted and was said by Howarth to have an original mind. ‘Might even write some good verse when he matures,’ Howarth said, and then, as though unwilling to forgo the characteristic touch of acidity, ‘Poor devil!’ Below Blades, in the Remove, was Bickford, a lumbering fourteen-year-old, lazy as a mastiff in the sun and attended, wherever he went, by his two henchmen, Rigby, a farmer’s son, and Ford, whose father was said to be a bookmaker. Bickford, although indolent, was a bit of a bully, much feared by the urchins of the Lower Third and Second Form, over whom he held sway, a slothful, medieval despot, who could be mollified by tribute or subservience. The sort of boy, David thought, who needed watching, although his grin was infectious and he could sometimes exhibit a certain inventiveness. David discovered this one day when Bickford made use of a warped floorboard to set the stationery cupboard rocking without apparent agency, declaring that the manifestation was proof of the existence of the Remove ghost, a failed master of Bull’s era who had, so the story ran, swallowed salts of lemon and been buried in Stonecross churchyard with a suicide’s gravestone placed at a different angle from all the other monuments.


  He grew to like some of the older boys in the Sixth, most of whom would be leaving to join one or other of the Services at the end of summer term. Cooper, Fosdyke and Scrubbs-Norton were typical of this cadre, boys who had come to Bamfylde in the last year of peace, and were now prefects and far better at keeping order than some of the younger masters. Their eagerness to get into uniform touched David as nothing else was able to. He already saw them in their Sam Brownes and British warms, seeking an opportunity to prove themselves as men, and while he was often tempted to introduce them to the stark realities out there, he never did. It would have been like telling five-year-olds that Father Christmas was a myth. He did get as far as accepting their shy invitations to take cocoa with them in their studies after prep, and would sit there discussing the war news with them, news that came to Bamfylde a day late in a bundle of papers from Challacombe. Luckily it was getting progressively more cheerful, with the successful British counter-attack at Villers Bretonneux, a unified Allied command and, in the first days of July, the beginning of the Le Hamel offensive. Farther south, in the Chemin des Dames area, the French were still taking a hammering and there were some spectacular German advances but these, David assured them, would soon peter out, as all offensives did in the nonstop slogging match. More and more Americans were landing in France, and the general pattern of the summer fighting was becoming clearer every day. ‘I think Ludendorff may have shot his bolt by the time you get back here in September,’ he said, cautiously, but then Cooper reminded him that most of the Sixth would not be returning for the autumn term, and all he could do was offer up a prayer that somehow these babies would be kept in training bases until the promised all-fronts counter-attack was launched.


  The climax came, for David Powlett-Jones, on the eleventh day of August, just before he set off on his belated visit to his mother at Pontnewydd. Screaming headlines announced the breaching of the Hindenburg Line and unheard-of advances by the British in most of their sectors, places where, only a year ago, the gain of a few hundred yards of quagmire was won at the cost of a hundred thousand casualties.


  He took Northcliffe’s journal up to Herries’ thinking post and read it very carefully, his heart-beats quickening when he came upon the familiar name of some devastated village where no building was more than a foot high, and the soil was rich with the bones of the dead of earlier battles. There could be no doubt about it now, surely? Cooper, Fosdyke and Scrubbs-Norton were reprieved. They would take their place in some office or factory, or perhaps spend a pleasant spell at one of the universities, after which, no doubt, they would marry some fluffy girl and have children of their own, earmarked for Bamfylde if they were boys.


  He toyed with the fancy for a spell, visualising a subdued thirteen-year-old young Cooper, or a young Fosdyke, who would be coming here halfway through the nineteen-thirties, and the prospect must have caused him to smile, for suddenly he heard Herries’s chirpy voice say, ‘Good news, P.J.? My stars, it would have to be to fool me! I’ve been inflated and deflated so many times by that rag that I’ve stopped reading it, apart from casualty lists.’


  David said, ‘It’s real enough this time. We’ve broken the Hindenburg Line. I’d stopped believing that was possible. It’ll be open warfare from here on and that’s something positive.’


  ‘Was that worth grinning at?’


  ‘In a way, sir.’ He could always talk uninhibitedly to Herries. ‘As a matter of fact, I was smiling at the prospect of Cooper’s boy sitting under Mrs Parminter in the Second in a dozen years or so,’ and he smiled again when Herries’s tufted eyebrows shot up. ‘Pure speculation on my part, I’m afraid. What I mean is, the chances are that Cooper will live long enough to marry and have children. If he does he’d want to send his boys here, wouldn’t he?’


  ‘They all do,’ Herries said. ‘Without them we should wither, I’m afraid.’ He sat down on the shaft of the horse-roller, parked up here in obedience to his decree every time the roller-gangs finished a stint on the cricket pitch. ‘Haven’t seen so much of you lately. Settling in?’


  ‘I think so, sir. What do you think?’


  ‘You’ll do. You’ve frightened one or two of the old stagers, I’m told. Oh, don’t let that bother you. It never did me. If you can’t smuggle your own convictions into the curriculum you might as well go away somewhere, dig a hole and live in it.’ He lit his short pipe and puffed contentedly for a while. Then, cocking one eyebrow, ‘How do we look to you?’


  ‘I’ve been very happy here, sir.’


  ‘I didn’t mean that. How do we seem to be trundling along to someone from outside?’


  David hesitated. It seemed a propitious time to make a point he was very eager to make.


  ‘I can only answer that from an academic standpoint, Headmaster.’


  ‘Go ahead.’


  ‘It’s the text-books I’ve inherited. Most of them were printed about the time of Victoria’s first Jubilee. How much say does an unqualified man get in the choice of texts?’


  ‘Depends on the man. You? I wouldn’t pull on the bit unless I thought you were rushing your fences. You’re a bit inclined to. Not that that’s unusual in a chap your age. What kind of history were you taught as a boy?’


  ‘Strings of dates and battles. The Treaty of Troyes and the War of Jenkins’ Ear.’


  ‘Ah, that fellow Jenkins. I always thought that was a bit of liberty, passing his ear around Parliament like the plate at church. Still, it worked. They had their war, didn’t they?’


  It was always difficult to decide whether or not there was a coded message in Herries’s puckish good-humoured talk and this time David decided to put it to the test. ‘I think we should have different text-books for different ages,’ he said. ‘The subject needs to be introduced with colour – Alfred’s cakes, Bruce’s spider and so on, but it ought to progress from there without getting dull.’


  ‘What’s your prescription?’


  ‘To catch the interest in Lower School with the legends, move on to a more solid diet in Middle School, and then use half the periods for free discussion in the Fifth and Sixth. Especially the Fifth, when they’re coming up to School Certificate and Matric. Discussion promotes original thought, doesn’t it? And I believe most examiners like originality, even when it reads like heresy.’


  ‘Something in that. Maybe you’d like to work out a syllabus for next term. After all, you’ll have more latitude then. I’ll get someone else to take the Lower School in English. It won’t be Howarth, of course. He likes his subject too much to reach down. Maybe one of the new chaps, there are a couple coming. Why the frown, P.J.?’


  ‘If it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d like to continue English with the Second and Third. I know I’ll have to start reading for my own degree, but I can manage. The fact is . . . well, it might sound absurd, but those extra periods have helped. Helped me, I mean. In rediscovering Gray, Cowper, Tennyson and Goldsmith, and those excerpts from some of my old favourites, like Silas Marner and Westward Ho!. The mugging up enabled me to get things into a better focus.’


  ‘Well,’ Herries said slowly, ‘that sounds encouraging. If Gray’s “Elegy” still has relevance to you after all you experienced out there, then the sooner the young come to it the better.’ He relit his pipe and over the flaring match David saw he was smiling. He went on, ‘The jungle drum tells me you occasionally feed them something more up-to-date than Mr Gray. Is it true you read the Sixth a poem by that chap Sassoon?’


  ‘Yes, it’s true. They’re going out there, some of them. It seemed to me that someone ought to do something to counteract all the rubbish these chaps print,’ and he indicated the newspaper he had laid aside.


  ‘What was it, exactly?’


  ‘It was a poem called “Memorial Tablet”, that Sassoon published this year. I’ve got a copy of his later poems. Some of them are strong stuff but they have more relevance to what’s actually occurring in Flanders than all the leading articles I’ve read on the war. I . . . er . . . I could lend you a copy, Headmaster.’


  ‘I’d be obliged,’ Herries said, without irony. ‘I like to keep up to date. Well, then, my compliments to your mother, and we’ll expect you back a day or so before term begins.’


  ‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’


  They got up by mutual consent and went down the slope towards the nearest of the outbuildings, but when they drew level with the fives court Herries said, ‘I suppose you’re aware of your nickname by now?’ and David, suspecting it would be ‘Bolshie’, said he had certain suspicions but had thought it best not to pursue them.


  ‘Oh, it’s an amiable one,’ Herries said, ‘not like some of them. It stems from your. . .consultative methods in class.’ He stopped, taking his pipe from his mouth and extending his hand. ‘Well, goodbye, “Pow-wow”. Have a good holiday!’ and he wandered off towards the piggeries. David remained standing by the fives court for a moment, thinking, ‘I’ve had my share of luck, God knows, but running across him beats anything that happened to me.’


  He had a curious afterthought then, concerned with a squat, bowlegged, round-shouldered man, who had died underground in the summer of 1913, a man who, even then, had had unwavering faith in him and had never been diffident about showing it. It was as though his father, feeling the darkness pressing in, had called for help on his behalf, and Herries, walking his rounds on this high plateau, had heard him across the width of the Bristol Channel.


  II


  Just over a year had passed since he had visited the Valley on leave, a month or so before the Brandenburgers’ mortar shell had blasted him out of the war. It seemed narrower and shabbier, a place of steep, huddled streets, fortress-like chapels, rundown corner shops with nothing much to sell, and the familiar tip overshadowing them all. The corporate spirit of the Valley, that had been its sturdiest plant ever since he was a boy, seemed also to have withered, translating itself into bitterness, a different kind of bitterness from that of front-line men, for it lacked the inevitable sardonic humour. There was no jingo stridency here, only a glowering sense of exploitation by politicians, by mine owners, by royalty leeches, by war profiteers. For the vicarious prosperity that had come to other industrial areas seemed to have by-passed the coalfields. No one was encouraged to forsake the industry and enlist, or join in the scramble for high wages in the munitions factories. Instead they were expected, almost compelled, to go on dragging coal from the hillsides at twice the speed and without comparable rises in rates. There was an undertone of militancy and strikes, of demands to put the industry on a new and realistic basis, a war that had little to do with the war of the headlines. He sensed what was happening even before he talked to his brothers-in-law, both miners, and although this world was almost lost to him now, fenced off by an education that none of these men had had, and experiences at the Front they had been spared, he still thought as a miner’s son and could identify with their grievances and fear for their future when the need for coal was not so desperate and their bargaining power had been removed.


  For the first time he heard men of his own race openly champion the Russian Revolution, and Trotsky’s separate peace at Brest-Litovsk, an act that many Welshmen in the line had regarded as a betrayal, but which miners here saw as a portent of enormous social significance. Ewart Griffiths, married to his elder sister Gwynneth, was the first to put this into words when he said, ‘There’s a rumour we’re going to be asked to dig coal and help turn the Bolshies out but I’m telling you, man, they’ll get no bloody help from us down yer! Time we started our own bloody revolution, Davyboy.’


  His mother, miraculously, was untouched by bitterness. The tragedies of her life did not show in her round, smooth, unmistakably Welsh face, with its pink and white bloom, still there after sixty years in the valleys, and forty-odd years of making twopence do the work of a shilling. She still kept the little terrace house spotlessly clean, still spoiled her five grandchildren, still cooked an appetising meal from the cheapest ingredients, and glowed when he told her he was now teaching in a school of four hundred boys, a place she would surely think of as a Gentleman’s College. To her this was a far greater achievement than surviving three years on the Western Front, scholarship representing maturity, warfare being a little boy’s scuffle in the street outside. ‘Been that proud of you, Dadda would,’ she said, when he told her his post had been made permanent. ‘’There’s a wonder it is! That Dadda should know it all those years ago, and your brothers Hughie and Bryn too, for you were the only real bookworm of the litter. Are they feeding you well down there, boy? You could do with more flesh on your bones, but maybe that’s on account of all those hospital slops they gave you when you were hurt in the fighting.’


  He reassured her as to his health, but as he did so a thought struck him. He said, ‘God knows, you’ve earned a rest, Mam. Why don’t you pack your things and come back to Devon with me? It’s beautiful country down there – like Walks in Grandfather’s time – and we could rent half a cottage from old Mrs Bastin, the wife of our lampman. He’s got a splendid garden, chock full of vegetables. You’d like it down there.’ But she said, sadly, ‘Nice to be asked it is, Davy, but my place is here, so long as I can give Gwynneth and Megan a hand with the children. Besides . . .’ and she glanced through the gap between the freshly-laundered curtains of the tiny kitchen, contemplating a view of her lean-to shed and the uniform backs of the houses in Alma Street, ‘whatever would I do with myself in a strange place among strange folk? I was born yer, and I’ll die yer among my own people. It’s different with you. You’ve moved on, as Dadda said you would.’


  He left it at that, but soon the stale, claustrophobic atmosphere of the little town began to oppress him so that he thought longingly of the miles of moorland he could see from his dormer window in Havelock’s House. In the last week of August, when the newspapers were trumpeting the British advance on the Ancre and the capture of Bapaume, he slipped away, promising to return for Christmas. Late the same evening, he caught the Challacombe train for Taunton and got out at Bamfylde Bridge Halt, revelling in the two-mile tramp up the twisting roads to the sportsfield gate, still lacking a hinge and leaning outwards.


  Dusk was settling in the highest folds of the moor and the scent of honeysuckle and thyme came to him, together with the pungent whiff of grass clippings where old Tapscott, the one groundsman remaining to them, had been scything the grass on what would be the scene of the autumn house matches. The school buildings, from this angle, were silhouetted against a tangerine sky, where the sun was sliding down behind the sentinel beeches of the west drive. He thought, ‘It’s the damnedest thing . . . I’ve been here six months but it’s already more home to me than Pontnewydd. Can’t imagine being anywhere else . . .’ and vaulting the crippled gate he moved up towards the southern fringe of the Planty, as the boys always referred to it, then down past the cricket pavilion and swimming pool to Herries’s thinking post and a blur of light showing in the headmaster’s house. ‘It’s a niche,’ he told himself, ‘and damned if I don’t cling to it as long as I can!’ It struck him, passing the Gothic arch into the empty quad, that niches, like most other things, were likely to be in short supply for ex-servicemen in the years ahead.


  III


  The world of school enfolded him. By half-term even the mounting relief that the war was nearly over was muted by the immediacy of Bamfylde’s problems, by the trivia of existence within the periphery of his work and personal encounters. When Bulgaria sued for peace, in early October, he was very elated, but only for an hour or so. Beatty, the games coach (who also acted as assistant bursar) had persuaded him to replace Wilton, the running captain, as chief whipper-in for the fortnightly cross-country events and this was no sinecure for a man eight months out of hospital. Bamfylde took its runs seriously and in rough country like Exmoor, the post of whipper-in was equivalent to a rearguard command. Small boys, lagging a long way behind, and unfamiliar with the country, had been known to get lost. The job of whipper-in was to co-ordinate the efforts of the prefects who were not running colours and keep the laggards closed up over a five-mile course.


  And then, on his very first run-in, Archer the Third had to go missing when call-over was held in the quad and the boys were about to disperse for high tea.


  It was almost dark then and inclined to be foggy. With storm lanterns and a band of volunteers he headed back beyond Stonecross, where Archer the Third was found snivelling in a gully, nursing a twisted ankle and the fear of death from exposure. They carried him home sedan-chair fashion and when he sat down to his pea soup David was in a worse state than Archer, and so stiff that he had to haul himself up to the staff bathroom and soak in soda. He had forgotten all about Bulgaria.


  It was easy to see how ageing men like Cordwainer and Acton had become so barnacled, tending, as the seasons passed, to identify the universe with Bamfylde and Bamfylde’s concerns. Decisions like the date of speech-day, which pitch should be used for the house semi-finals and crises like the influenza epidemic that filled the sanatorium in ten days, or the near-mutiny of the O.T.C. over threadbare puttees that kept unrolling during manoeuvres, had a way of enlarging themselves into events of tremendous importance. Who was the locker-pilferer in Outram’s? Was he boy or domestic? Who was covering for Howarth, himself down with flu? What could be done to stem the overflow of the brook that flushed the latrines, inevitably known as the Bog?


  Surprisingly, it was Algy Herries who restored to him his sense of proportion once a week when he announced, often with tears in his eyes, the death of yet another Old Bamfeldian in action, and spoke a few words about the boy’s years at the school. It was a sombre, almost masochistic duty he inflicted upon himself but David, who was beginning to get the full measure of the man, understood why he performed this weekly penance. He would see it as an obligation, to speak aloud, possibly for the last time, the name of a youngster, or perhaps someone who was not so young, whose shouts had once been heard on the pitches beyond the pointed windows of Big School, a person who had taken away with him some tiny part of the ethos of the school, planted in his mind and muscle during his time here. It was on these occasions that David would get a glimpse of that multitude of khaki-clad figures who had disappeared in the slime of Passchendaele, or fallen on the chalky wilderness of the Somme. For casualties, despite the Allied surging advances almost as far as the battlefields of August, 1914, were still trickling in, four in August, three in September, two more in October, one of them Bristow Major, who had been head prefect the term before David joined the staff and whose younger brother, Bummy Bristow, was still in the Upper Fifth.


  But then, like a thunderclap, it ended. Word came over the telephone – from Second Lieutenant Cooper, of all people, now training as a demolition expert in London – that he had it on the best authority (an uncle in Fleet Street) that a cease-fire was to be declared at eleven a.m. the following day, and although no newspapers confirming this stupendous news could be expected until late afternoon, Algy took a chance and announced a school holiday, with leave to go into Challacombe, if transport could be arranged. Local boys disappeared but a majority stayed on, pooling their pocket-money to empty the tuckshop, and Ellie Herries was set to work with other masters’ wives to perform a prodigy of baking for a communal supper and sing-song in Big Hall instead of the usual prep.


  The immediate effect upon David was to increase his popularity as the one member of the staff who had fought at First Ypres, Loos and Neuve Chapelle, and who was regarded, somewhat to his embarrassment, as the ultimate authority on all things martial. He was cheered when he made his way up to the dais, luckily a little in advance of the other masters save Bouncer, who was there to say grace, and found himself blushing, for although he felt an immense sense of gratitude he could feel no personal achievement in survival when nearly a hundred Old Boys had died.


  He kept his gaze on the floor until Bouncer had subsided, but there was worse to come. When the school orchestra had assembled and the singing began, they chose numbers that the troops had sung so repetitiously down all the roads of Picardy and Artois, ‘Tipperary’, ‘Who’s Your Lady Friend?’, ‘Long, Long Trail’ and the like. To someone who had heard these choruses sung in that setting it was unbearable and soon, but inconspicuously, he escaped, slipping out through the sculleries to the cinder path leading to the piggeries. And here, unashamedly, he wept, blundering through trailers of mist until he found the path to Herries’s thinking post, and pausing there, gulping down the dank, night air but still within earshot of the uproar in the Hall. He thought, desperately, ‘For Christ’s sake . . . what is there to sing about . . . ? Why does it have to be a celebration when it ought to be a wake?’


  He lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply, and he was still there when he saw a match flare down by the fives court. Feeling the need to communicate, he made his way down, certain that he would discover that Algy Herries had excused himself under similar pressures.


  It was not Algy, however, but that dry old stick Howarth, the English master who had once advised him to ignore Carter’s appeal to join the O.T.C., still the basis of a feud between them. Howarth’s pince-nez flashed in the glow of his Gold Flake. He smoked, they said, forty to fifty a day and this was not his only vice. Rumour had it that he also accounted for three bottles of gin each week in his cosy rooms at Nicolson’s, where he was housemaster.


  He said, greeting David, ‘Saw you slink off and decided to take the same route. Obliged to you for the hint.’ And then, in the friendliest tone he had so far employed, ‘I imagine you’ve even less stomach for it than a slacker like me, P.J. But I’m human, after all. Bristow Senior was one of the brightest boys I’ve ever taught. He wrote to me several times from France. Said he was going into publishing with his step-father and would have made a success of it, I daresay. But he had to die, at eighteen. For what? Can you tell me?’


  ‘Not yet. I might, in a decade or so.’


  ‘You’re another of the millennium boys, then?’


  ‘Not necessarily. But something hopeful must emerge from it. If it doesn’t it’ll be our fault – yours, mine and Algy’s. Even the fault of the old stagers, so long as they stay on the job!’


  ‘The devil of it is,’ Howarth said, ‘I never did go along with all this hang-the-Kaiser balderdash. I’ve never been able to hate the Germans. Have you discovered Heine yet?’


  ‘I’m afraid not.’


  ‘Try him, sometime. He’s got a trick of suiting all kinds of moods. Tonight’s for instance – ‘Enfant Perdu’, Houghton’s translation–


  But war and justice have far different laws,


  And worthless acts are often done quite well;


  The rascal’s shots were better than his cause,


  And I was hit – and hit again, and fell


  –appropriate, wouldn’t you say?’


  ‘It’s appropriate to the whole generation.’


  Howarth said nothing and, more from a need to divert his own gloomy thoughts than his companion’s, David added, ‘Didn’t Heine write a lot about love?’


  ‘Yes, he did.


  The old dream comes again to me;


  With May-night stars above,


  We two sat under the Linden tree


  And swore eternal love.


  Again and again we plighted troth. . .


  Here, what the devil has got into me?’ and Howarth hurled his cigarette across the gravel, as though its trail of sparks would purge him of sentimentality.


  ‘Has Heine personal significance for you?’


  ‘He did have, a long time ago.’


  ‘Were you ever married?’


  ‘No.’ There was a pause. In the darkness David could sense Howarth doing battle with himself, trying to break through the home-baked crust of reserve that he wore like a breastplate wherever he went. Finally he said, ‘I was to have been, when I was about your age. But she made the right decision. She married a stockbroker. It wasn’t the financial aspect,’ – he said this almost defensively – ‘she just couldn’t see herself as a schoolmaster’s wife, and I don’t blame her when I look at some of the old birds roosting about here. Besides, this is a job for a bachelor if you mean to make a go of it. Miserable pay, no real prospects unless you strike lucky, and a fresh family every four to five years. What woman in her senses would take that on?’ He stood up, lighting another cigarette. ‘What the devil are we doing, sitting here in the fog and talking drivel? Come up to my rooms and let’s do our celebrating in the warm,’ and without waiting for David’s assent he stalked off, leading the way through the quadrangle arch and up the steep flight of slate steps to his quarters.


  That was the beginning of his tacit alliance with Howarth and he was to be grateful for it, for Howarth, by far the prickliest pear of the common room, was a counterpoise to Carter and one or two of the older men who had already begun to identify him as a radical. He had a conviction that this was not so much on account of his discussions with senior boys on the war, or his championship of a poet like Siegfried Sassoon, who had bravely challenged the establishment the previous year, but because they saw him as someone better qualified than they were to communicate with a generation that had moved into adolescence in the last four years. Howarth, for his part, recognised and accepted this, as indeed did Herries himself. Their patronage probably encouraged men like Carter to think of him as an interloper currying special privileges on the strength of his war record.


  Three other shifts in the pattern of his life at Bamfylde occurred before the anniversary of his arrival came round. One was distressing, one reassuring. The third was a compromise, made with the object of closing the breach between him and the commandant of the Officers’ Training Corps.


  The compromise was proposed by Algy Herries, an admitted past master at reconciling extreme points of view. Hearing of David’s uncompromising refusal to take part in military exercises, he buttonholed him outside the tuckshop between periods one December morning and said, gaily, ‘You’re a Welshman, Powlett-Jones, and all the Welsh are musical. How do you fancy yourself as a bandmaster?’


  ‘A bandmaster, Headmaster? You mean a stand-in for Pym, as orchestra leader?’


  ‘No, dear boy. As the organiser of a drum and fife band for the Corps. We’ve had a legacy. A consignment of instruments from an Old Boy, name of Cherriton. Before my time, but it seems he was a local Volunteer enthusiast up in Yorkshire, before the Volunteers were merged into the Territorials. They had a band and Cherriton stipulated in his will that the instruments should be sent on to us. They arrived yesterday, half a cartload of them. Do you play an instrument?’


  His relationship with Herries was sufficiently relaxed to encourage him to slip back into the familiar idiom and he replied, smiling, ‘Play the piano by ear, I do Mister Herries. Blew the cornet too, as a boy in Chap-pel now,’ and Herries responded, ‘You see, I have second sight. We’re not hoping to qualify for tattoo status, at the Tidworth annual camps. All Carter wants is something to jolly the company along on route marches.’ He glanced shrewdly at David under his tufted brows. ‘You and Carter don’t hit it off, do you?’


  ‘I wouldn’t say that. He seems to resent my not taking an active part in the Corps but frankly, sir, I’ve had a bellyful of bullshine and brass. Did Carter actually propose me for bandmaster?’


  ‘No, he didn’t. As a matter of fact he doesn’t yet know we’ve got the instruments, but he’s put in several requests to the Governors for a band allocation over the years. It’s my idea. I’m not putting any pressure on you to join the Corps. It’s run on a purely voluntary basis, even for the boys, and this job is unofficial. You wouldn’t have to appear in uniform, or even turn up on parade. Just supervise the practices.’


  It was as close to an order as Algy Herries ever issued concerning extra-scholastic pursuits. Put like this David did not see how he could refuse without seeming churlish, so he said, ‘I’ll take a crack at it, until somebody more qualified turns up,’ and Herries said, ‘Splendid! I’ll get that tip over the armoury cleared out and you can use it as a bandroom. I’ll also post a notice, announcing auditions.’


  Before the last day of term David had mustered a band and Herries was correct in his assumption that this would re-establish a working relationship with Carter. It was impossible to like the man. He was too sure of himself and inclined to be testy if his prejudices were challenged, but he saw a band as something likely to enhance the prestige of his beloved Corps. Luckily he was tone deaf and unlikely on this account to challenge the dispositions of any bandmaster.


  There were those whose steps led them past the bandroom in the early days of the Lent term who would have regarded tone deafness as a boon. Of the sixteen boys selected only three were familiar with instruments, that included four bugles, as well as six fifes, a bass drum, two sidedrums, two kettledrums, and a pair of cymbals. A seventeenth volunteer, Boyer, was chosen for drum-major on account of his stature, imposing for a boy of sixteen.


  From the first session David enjoyed the extra chore thrust upon him and arranged rehearsals three times a week, fitting them in between tea and prep and sometimes consulting Rapper Gibbs on technical points. Rapper advised him to discard the bugles but the embryo buglers made such an outcry that David improvised fanfares at stipulated intervals, wedging them into tortured renderings of ‘The British Grenadiers’ and some of Sousa’s marches.


  The Corps band was soon an institution and a great joke for those unconnected with it. The bandsmen did not mind, aware that there were a dozen volunteers waiting to take advantage of one resignation, as was proved when fourteen sent in their names after the inexpert cymbalist had clipped a piece from his thumb. David gave the job to Briarley, the boy he had tried to console the day news came that his father was lost on the Lys. He had kept his eyes on Briarley, noticing that the boy was slow to shake off his depression and inclined to walk alone, daydreaming on an old log up at the Planty, or on the seat under the fives court where every Bamfeldian seemed to drift when he was in the dumps. The cymbals did the trick. After a rehearsal or two Briarley became an ornament of the band, whirling the polished discs in a way that spilled sunlight over them like a gyrating halo. Boyer made a spectacular drum-major in his pipe-clayed collarette and spent hours in a secluded corner of the rugby field, practising his extravagant flourishes, including one that sent the staff spinning twenty feet into the air. The fife players soon learned to read notes marked out on cards by Rapper, who was unaware that he was thus identified with a group known, at first, as ‘The Boys’ Brigade’, then as ‘The Cacophoneers’ but finally, through the agency of Barnaby, the classics master, as ‘The Orpheans’.


  Barnaby was a good jester, but he liked to send his jokes out to work. It happened that he was presiding over a construe in the Lower Third, who occupied the nearest classroom to the bandroom, on a day when the band had been granted a free period to rehearse for the drill competition. Intermittent snatches of ‘The British Grenadiers’, graced by the shrill blasts on the bugles, reached the juniors and Barnaby ignored the chortles until he happened upon a passage from Horace and invited Taylor, the most promising Latinist in the class, to try a free translation. Taylor began, ‘“Dapibus supremi – Grata testudo Jovis. . .” – “The lyre is welcome – at the feasts of supreme Jupiter. . .”’ The general titter was enlarged into a gale of laughter as Barnaby slammed the window, saying, ‘We are not feasting, gentlemen. And Orpheus, alas, has lost his touch!’


  The band provided everybody with light relief during a season of hard frost that reduced football to a minimum but somehow persuaded the diligent Carter that he was training a company of Alpine troops. The band, all members of the Corps, slogged ahead wherever the rank and file went but were relieved of the necessity of humping kit and rifle, a privilege won for them by David. Thus, in a curious way, they formed a nucleus of boys who were disposed to champion unorthodox views on tradition and soon, without in the least wishing it, he found that he was regarded as the standardbearer of dissenters.


  Some of the boys in Middle School, David noticed, had reduced cribbing to a fine art. Everyone in the common room knew it went on, and punished it on the rare occasions when a culprit was caught, but they seemed to draw no distinction in cribbing during examinations for removes, and cribbing during Lent term examinations, when undeserved prizes sometimes went to accomplished practitioners of the art.


  By keeping his eyes and ears open, yet without identifying specific culprits, David became familiar with methods employed during his own periods and those of the shortsighted ‘Bouncer’. There was the time-honoured blotting paper memorandum, the strategic positioning (with or without complicity) of the more advanced boys during tests, the cautious raising of a sheaf of notes through the cracked lid of a desk, and the more sophisticated method of attaching notes to a shred of elastic fastened to the shirt cuff. He had still not succeeded in catching anyone, but by the end of term he could have assembled a black museum of cribbing apparatus. What dismayed him was the startling result of an examination paper set for the history prize in that citadel of the work-shy, the Lower Fourth. Youings, by far the best scholar in the class, was placed seventh, whereas the position of some of the leading six could only have meant cribbing on an organised scale.


  He let the result pass without comment, however, until he had had a chat with Youings on the questions set, and satisfied himself that the boy had answered all but one correctly. Then, after the list had been pinned to the school notice board, he fired a range-finder at the class, announcing that ‘the standard of work exhibited in the examination was encouragingly high, so high, in fact, as to pass the limits of credibility’. He let this sink in for a minute before adding, ‘I’m not actually accusing anyone in the first six of – shall we say – jogging their memory a little, or pulling themselves up by their bootstraps. Why should I? I didn’t catch them at it, any more than I can explain poor performances on the part of those same experts in the weekly tests. Perhaps the questions were happily chosen. Perhaps some of you may have done some . . . er . . . late mugging-up,’ and at this the class relaxed and there was a subdued chuckle.


  He did not react to it, as he generally did, for chuckles were by no means unknown during his periods. Instead he stepped down off the rostrum and sauntered up the central aisle, pausing beside Dobson, who had been placed fourteenth in test averages but who had scored ninety-six out of a possible hundred in the exam and qualified for the form prize. The chuckle died before it had properly begun and Dobson, flushing a little, avoided his eye. He went on, keeping his tone level and jocular. ‘There’s something of a moral problem here, however. This particular exam wasn’t for a place in form, or a comment on the reports you’ll take home at the end of term. It wasn’t for outside examiners either. It was for a specific gain, a prize with the prizewinner’s name on the flyleaf, and there’s a difference. To my mind at any rate. Think about it.’


  The bell sounded then and he left abruptly, wondering if he had made a fool of himself and feeling somehow that he had. It bothered him so much that he finally took the problem to Howarth, giving it as his opinion that Youings was the only boy in the first seven who had written an honest paper, and recounting as much as he recalled of his sermon. ‘Was that the right way of going about it?’ he asked. ‘I mean, having failed to spot anyone cribbing, wouldn’t I have been wiser to keep my mouth shut?’ and Howarth replied surprisingly, ‘You know a damned sight better than that. As to whether your pi-jaw did any good I can check on that tomorrow.’


  ‘How, without actually accusing anyone?’


  ‘Oh, by means unknown to the beginner, old man,’ and he left it at that.


  He was as good as his word. Just before prep bell the following evening Howarth accosted him as he was reading the exam lists of the Lower Fifth on the quad notice board.


  ‘Thought you might care to know you scored a bull’s-eye with the Lower Fourth yesterday. They’ve had a public soul-searching and that half-blind ass Acton has been reaping your harvest. You see those Lower Fourth Divinity prize-list results? They represent today’s sitting, and the reverend gentleman has assured me they are a very accurate reflection of his preliminary tests.’


  ‘How can either of you be sure of that?’


  ‘How? For God’s sake, man, don’t you know me well enough yet to realise I haven’t taken a damned thing on trust since I left kindergarten? I asked Acton to play a little game with me. He wrote down his forecast of the first ten in the exam today and here it is. Compare the two lists and draw your own conclusions.’ David took the list and held it alongside the list on the board. It was almost identical. He said, wonderingly, ‘Does that mean those young devils have decided to stop cribbing?’


  ‘Only when there’s a prize at the end of it, I’m afraid, and you have Boyer to thank for the mass conversion. Don’t ask me how I know that either. When you’ve been at this job as long as I have you develop a sixth sense in these matters. However, you appear to be developing satisfactory techniques of your own,’ and with that he drifted away, the inevitable between-periods Gold Flake stuck between his lips.


  As it happened, David had to wait until prize-giving for confirmation. Dobson, to the accompaniment of ironic Middle School cheers, marched up and collected his history prize, a leatherbound copy of Prescott’s Conquest of Peru, and David glowered as he shook hands with Countess Hopgood, the guest of honour. His resentment was premature. A day later a puzzled Youings hung about after second bell and seemed to want a word with him. When everyone had left Big School, he laid the copy of Conquest of Peru on the desk, open at the presentation page. Dobson’s name had been blocked out and above it, in anonymous script, was the legend, ‘Presented to Edward Youings, in appreciation of his unfailing assistance in history periods. By his grateful comrades in the Lower Fourth!’


  Youings said, ‘Is it . . . er . . . some kind of practical joke, sir? I mean, should I keep it? I found it in my desk this morning.’


  ‘It’s not a joke, Youings,’ David said, ‘more of a peace-offering. The kind an errant husband brings home in the form of flowers when he’s been out on the beer.’


  ‘Sir?’ Youings, like many academics, was not very quick on the uptake.


  ‘Keep it,’ he said, ‘it’s yours anyway,’ and went in to lunch with a sense of elation and a sharp awareness of Howarth’s sagacity.


  He extracted no elation from another episode that occurred on the last Sunday of the Lent term but once again it taught him something.


  He was in the library returning books when he happened to glance through the window that gave on to the quad. A group of boys were skylarking under the Founder’s statue and prominent among them was ‘Bull’ Bickford, and his two henchmen, Rigby and Ford, all three engaged in forcing the head of a struggling Second Former into the fountain that ran around the plinth. To further the work Bickford was methodically rooting at the victim’s buttocks. David, through the open window, bawled, ‘Stop that, Bickford, and come up here! You too, Rigby-Ford. Look sharp about it!’


  The Second Former, unaware of the source of his reprieve, scuttled away as his tormentors slouched across the quad and up the steps to the library. Presently they appeared dishevelled, but not particularly apprehensive.


  ‘What was that about, Bickford?’


  ‘Oh, really nothing, sir. We were only teaching Skidmore how to make his bow. It’s the last Sunday of all, you see, and Skidmore’s a first-termer. He’s a bit bucky, sir, and we gave him the chance of doing it on his own. When he wouldn’t we had to make him.’


  ‘Make him half-drown himself?’


  ‘Yes, sir, just as it says – “Last day but five, new kids take a dive.” Maybe you don’t know how it goes, sir?’


  David knew how it went. It was part of a string of doggerel devised, over the years, as an initiation rite for new boys. When Sundays fell on certain days, measured in relation to the days left in the term, rhyming couplets decreed that they perform certain idiotic procedures. One or two came to mind – ‘Last Sunday but six, new kids pick up sticks’, ‘Last Sunday but two, new kids feel my shoe’, and so on. Towards the end of term, with only a few days to run, the nonsense proliferated, for the programme of work and games began to run down, and boys like Bickford had time on their hands to flush victims from the limited security of the Bog, and subject them to the rough and ready dictates of the tradition. There was no real harm in it, he supposed, except when they picked on a very sensitive boy, or when the ritual made a sadistic appeal to a natural despot like Bickford. He said, ‘Well, I don’t give a fig for that kind of tradition. It’s no more than a flimsy excuse for bullying. The next time I see you rough-housing a new boy I’ll devise some doggerel of my own and you’ll be at the receiving end of it. Is that clear?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ from all three, but he knew what they were thinking – ‘Who the hell is he to stick his nose in? He’s only a third-termer himself!’ The devil of it was that all the rest of the staff, even Herries himself, tolerated this kind of thing, so long as it was kept within limits, but who could say where those limits ran? He wondered briefly what made him so squeamish about it. Was it the orgy of bloodletting he had witnessed in Flanders, or the thought that there was already too much gratuitous cruelty in the world?


  He went off in search of Skidmore, finding him, as he had half-expected, barricaded in a cubicle in the Bog, the one relatively safe retreat throughout a ‘last day but five’, or a ‘last Sunday but six’. He called, ‘Come on out, Skidmore, I want a word with you,’ and Skidmore emerged, a pallid little wretch, with a crumpled Eton collar a size too large for him and a tear-streaked face. He said, ‘All right, it’s nothing to worry about. I only wanted to know why you stood out against Bickford. Wouldn’t it have been easier to make your bow to the Founder? All the other new boys have,’ but Skidmore replied, ‘No, sir, it’s an image.’


  ‘An image? What’s an image?’


  ‘That statue. You don’t bow to images. It’s in the Bible, sir.’


  He was taken aback. It seemed astounding that, in this day and age, a child like Skidmore should be animated by the spirit of Christian martyrs facing circus lions. He said, wonderingly, ‘Is that why you preferred to be rooted? You’re not pulling my leg?’ and Skidmore assured him gravely that he was not, and that there was a hymn they sang in chapel that ran, ‘the heathen in his blindness, bows down to wood and stone’. He thought, dolefully, ‘Good God, when do you stop learning about boys . . . ?’ and just stopped himself laughing.


  ‘What’s your father, Skidmore?’


  ‘A minister, sir.’


  ‘Really? What denomination?’


  ‘Wesleyan Methodist, sir.’


  ‘Will you tell him about this when you get home?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘You’d see that as sneaking?’


  ‘Wouldn’t it be, sir?’


  Like himself, Skidmore was learning. You made your point, where you could, but you didn’t brag about it.
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