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  ONE




  Everything I Would Like to Be




  ‘DID YOU EVER know that you’re my hero,’ warbles Bette Midler in ‘The Wind Beneath My

  Wings’, ‘and everything I would like to be . . .’ As a boy in the 1950s and an adolescent in the 1960s I would cover the walls of my suburban bedroom with graven images

  – cut-out press photographs of cricketers, jockeys, actors, satirists, authors, aristocrats. These were my heroes, an idiosyncratic mixture of idols who appeared to exude the insouciant

  self-confidence, style, glamour, panache (however flash and counterfeit) that I so conspicuously lacked.




  Blushing, buttoned-up, painfully shy and acutely self-conscious, I constantly escaped into a fantasy world where I would be transmogrified into one or other of these heroes – sometimes,

  with careful editorial adjustments, an amalgam of several. This was not an idle whim or fancy but a way of life. In the title of another cheesy pop song, I was a ‘Daydream Believer’

  – or should that be ‘Deceiver’? Facts, figures, rejigged curriculum vitae, timetables and schedules, detailed menus (these took up an inordinate amount of my time), decorative

  schemes, even lists of favoured tradesmen were copiously compiled to provide a framework within which the imagination could take flight. After hours of annotation would come days of solitary

  play-acting, occasionally supplemented by such props as stripy caps and cricket bats, riding whips, batons and pretend microphones. The heroes would be ‘stalked’ outside stage doors,

  changing rooms, unsaddling enclosures. The object was not so much the collecting of autographs – meaningless scrawls soon discarded – as the opportunity to be close to the idol, to bask

  in his aura, to overhear his voice and drink in every detail of his being.




  Such ‘trainspotting’ might be regarded as a fairly harmless diversion in a teenage fan, something, surely, that he will naturally grow out of. Yet, as I approach my sixties and face

  up to impending mortality (hastened by a heart condition), I confess that I have not grown out of it. Far from it.




  It would be comforting to claim that the obsessive creep who emerges from these pages is, to borrow the title of my hero James Lees-Milne’s romantic memoirs, Another Self. Yet to

  this day – though I like to think I have shed some of my worst traits – I still loiter at stage doors, still spend most of my time transported in daydreams underpinned by painstaking

  research, still worship an ever-expanding gallery of heroes – now often far younger than myself.




  It has taken me a long time to realize that there is something, well, sad (in both the old-fashioned and modern sense) as well as funny (peculiar and ha-ha) about all this. Only recently did I

  grasp the fact that the word ‘fan’ derives from ‘fanatic’. Yet plenty of hints have been dropped along the way.




  For instance, my uncle Hugh – an unconventional diplomatist from an Ulster family, who won the MC in the Great War and later became a Catholic and a Monsignor – found himself

  intensely irritated by my sycophantic desire to sit at his feet during a bizarre Grand Tour on which he conducted me around the Continent in order to qualify for membership of his comfortingly

  gloomy club. In between castigating me to other occupants of railway compartments as ‘Puritano inglese’, he denounced my daydreaming and hero worship as ‘unhealthy and

  unchristian’.




  The belief that one will somehow endear oneself to a hero by laboriously reciting his achievements is one of the fallacies of fandom. After all, why on earth should he be interested, or

  impressed, by hearing a litany of material he himself knows only too well? None the less, my urge to sit at my heroes’ feet, to purr like a cat in their laps, to place their idealized images

  on a pedestal and bow down before them – to obliterate my own insignificant personality in their magical glow – remained paramount.




  The consequences have been dire, embarrassing, frequently farcical. The first time I met my chief hero, Anthony Powell, I persisted in demonstrating the extent of my tabulation of his novels and

  characters to the point where he felt compelled to protest ‘My dear boy . . .’ He merely wished to pursue our shared interest in genealogy, but I was incapable of thinking myself worthy

  of conversing with the Sage of the Chantry on equal terms and kept on harking back to the foibles of Widmerpool or Major Fosdick.




  James Lees-Milne (who inspired me to search out the dimmer sort of squirearchical seat) has recorded in his diaries how my excessively deferential and polite attitude towards him induced

  ‘a state of acute nervousness. I could hardly bear it I was made so shy . . . such overt treatment makes me very uneasy.’ Later, after I had scribbled a series of intensely flattering

  profiles, Jim complained that they made him ‘squirm’.




  Such reactions gave me pause but I could not restrain myself. For the truth was that I hero-worshipped with blind passion. The thrill of, say, spending an afternoon in the Coach and Horses in

  Soho with James Villiers and Ronald Fraser, two of my favourite fruity actors, prompted me to exclaim that this was one of the most enjoyable days of my life – and, alas, to ignore their

  pathetic pleas for me to write them a script. Similarly, lunching upstairs in the same Soho pub with the senior satirical prefects of Private Eye, or in Doughty Street with the assorted

  fogeys and raffish cards of the Spectator, proved excitement beyond my imaginings.




  As a reclusive teenager and articled clerk I never expected to meet any of my heroes and, lacking, as I did, social graces or charm, remained ill-equipped to do so. All I had to offer was

  dog-like devotion and slavish obeisance. My contribution to the conversation was unlikely to rise above the level of stating useless information in a dull, virtually inaudible monotone; my manner

  must have seemed like a parody of a gauche, middle-class snob.




  To my continuing surprise, though, I found myself – despite my pathological avoidance of social gatherings – coming into direct contact with heroes I had only fantasized about during

  my days as a commuter on the 8.12 from Cookham-on-Thames, near Maidenhead. Some of the encounters amounted to little more than the type recalled by my idol P. G. Wodehouse in connection with his

  meeting Clem Attlee at Westminster: ‘How d’you do?’ ‘How d’you do?’ (End of story.) Others yielded comic and ultimately instructive exchanges.




  Quite a few heroes met in the flesh proved a grave disappointment. Cavalier cricketers worshipped from the boundary came into focus as dim, narrow-minded bores and philistines. Telly pundits

  such as Norman St John-Stevas, whose exotic attire and flamboyant campery had intrigued me as a callow youth, fell absurdly short of expectations in real life. Admiral of the Fleet Earl Mountbatten

  of Burma, who enlisted me in one of his tireless campaigns for vainglory, showed himself to be a preposterous fraud. Journalists admired from afar turned out, on closer inspection as colleagues, to

  be all too eager to toady to the power mania of politicians and proprietors.




  Many of the heroes, however, only increased in statue on acquaintance. The gentle William Trevor, the acerbic V. S. Naipaul and the pellucid Kazuo Ishiguro invoked the appropriate sense of awe

  and reverence felt by the hack for the true creative artist. Peter Cook, the eternal undergraduate, was everything I had imagined with his anarchic humour and unbridled generosity of spirit. His

  straightforward invitation to join him – after a riotous lunch – in front of the golf on television, though, caught me unawares. I did not have the confidence to accept, and have

  regretted it ever since. Stephen Fry was the soul of tolerance as I idiotically parroted the best lines of a part he had played in Forty Years On by yet another principal hero in my

  pantheon, Alan Bennett. In the company of the endearingly insecure Hugh Laurie, I longed to shed the inhibitions that had crippled me since my days at prep school (when the repressed headmaster, a

  school friend of Christopher Isherwood’s, publicly admonished me for innocently kissing a classmate) and enfold the Etonian rowing Blue in a chaste embrace.




  As such confessions may indicate, I have – at the risk of exposing myself as a ghastly combination of Mr Collins, Uriah Heep and Kenneth Halliwell – sought to be as honest as I dare

  in attempting to exorcize the demons of my daydream believing. A handful of names have been altered to protect the innocent. Yet this is not an autobiography, merely an exercise in confronting the

  way fantasy and reality have overlapped in my tiptoeing odyssey round the outskirts of life.




  To write about oneself is to reveal more than one intends. Self-deprecation, for example, is often a transparent mask for self-regard (‘The Wind Beneath My Wings’ is indeed a case in

  point), and snide score-settling usually blows up in your face. It is not for me, then, to analyse what follows. For all I know, it may well read like the ravings of a maniac, or perhaps it may

  even strike a chord or two of identification.




  







  TWO




  Sir John Julian




  ‘HERE’S A SKYER for little Lovey-Boy!’ Up would go the shout from my half-brother Antony (my first hero)

  and up, up, up would go the hard, red ball, high above the tall, thick hedges surrounding the spacious green-belt suburban lawn where the fearsome family fielding practices took place. The ball

  always seemed to be suspended in mid-air as if in freeze-frame, and certainly long enough for everyone present – grandparents, parents, assorted aunts, cousins, half-siblings and so forth

  – to focus their attention on the blushing, nervous, curly-headed youth underneath it.




  ‘Butterfingers!’ came the hearty chorus in unison, as the ball, having suddenly plummeted with unexpected ferocity, popped out of my fumbling grasp.




  Following such habitual humiliations, I would retire, in a furious and tearful sulk, to Antony’s ‘den’, an outbuilding to Rondels (an allusion to its round windows), our

  grandparents’ rambling, pebble-dashed Edwardian villa above the Thames at Cookham Dean. There I would escape from the embarrassment of failure into a dream world of games-playing glory. The

  den, redolent of linseed oil and sweaty batting gloves, was hung with a dazzling assortment of stripy caps, some earned by Antony (or ‘A. S. R. de W. Winlaw’, as he appeared on the

  framed scorecards on the wall), others by his father, R. de W. K. Winlaw, Cambridge triple Blue, Surrey batsman and captain of Bedfordshire, who had been killed while serving with the RAF during

  the Second World War and who remained the icon of what we all rejoiced in calling the ‘RCC’ (Rondels Cricket Club).




  Surreptitiously, I would try on these caps, with their flamboyant markings, and experience a strange frisson of excitement. As I studied the yellowing scorecards, with their lists of elaborately

  initialled gentlemen-cricketers, I wished that my own initials, H. J., were not so humdrum – if only my father had acceded to my mother’s fancy to call me Peregrine, I might have ended

  up as, say, P. H. L. (Peregrine Hugh Langton). Such initials seemed key indicators to the style and dash I romantically craved in the world of amateur games in the 1950s. Our cousin Julian, who

  played in the Winchester XI (and whose remarkably furry legs fascinated my sister and myself), was listed as ‘J. J. B. Rowe’; that double ‘J’ struck a particular chord with

  me and, in homage, my fantasy alter ego, a brilliant baronet called Bruce, whose attainments away from his legendary deeds on the cricket pitch and football field included the Victoria Cross, was

  styled ‘Sir John Julian’.




  This paragon of my daydreams took careful shape in A. S. R. de W.’s den. Within its walls, the bumbling, blushing figure of ‘Lovey-Boy’ (the hated pet-name bestowed on me by

  our doting cook-housekeeper Florence, herself nicknamed ‘Biddo’ by J. J. B. Rowe) would metamorphose into Sir John Julian Bruce, Bart, MA, OBE, VC, the great all-rounder, famed for his

  good looks, modesty, charm and confidence, the hugely popular, all-powerful president of RCC. (The undue prominence of ‘MA’ among the letters after his moniker must have been inspired

  by the fact that my parents had first met as Cambridge undergraduates.) Attended by his faithful Boswell, J. R. Tegberry, a Surrey stalwart whose prose style owed rather more, alas, to the sports

  journalese of the day than to the magisterial cadences of the god-like E. W. Swanton of the Daily Telegraph, Bruce would regale his readers with tales of derring-do in a series of copiously

  inscribed exercise books, annotated with laborious statistics and adorned with ‘action’ illustrations in pencil.




  The only reader for whom they were intended was myself: the plan being to use the books as a sort of shooting script for my solo play-acting of Sir John Julian’s exploits. Standing at an

  imaginary wicket, wearing one of A. S. R. de W.’s colourful caps, I would play phantom shots, accompanied by loud clickings of the tongue to simulate contact with the non-existent ball.

  Unfortunately the clickings would occasionally lead to discovery.




  ‘Look, it’s Walter Mitty daydreaming again,’ my half-brother Roger would mock as I was caught in mid-salute, doffing my cap and waving my bat in acknowledgement of yet

  another standing ovation. To employ one of Tegberry’s favourite formulae, ‘Was my face red?’




  It was even redder when, as was inevitable in the rough and tumble of family life, Sir John Julian Bruce’s voluminous memoirs were accidentally exposed to a wider readership.




  ‘Hey,’ Roger called out to the cast of dozens which generally seemed in attendance at Rondels, ‘listen to this bit: “As England’s opening bowler, I found that

  wickets fell like apples from a tree . . .” ’




  After this, I tended not to commit Sir John Julian’s activities to paper, but would still act out various epic innings on a more improvisational basis. Indeed, Sir John Julian (or one of

  his slightly more sophisticated derivatives) continued to smite the bowling hip and thigh, tongue busily clicking, until well into my twenties.




  As far as writing was concerned, I felt it safer to switch from games fiction to more or less straightforward reportage of real-life fixtures. A. S. R.’s somewhat erratic performances for

  the village side (one made memorable by a cousin yelling out ‘Idle!’ when a corpulent fielder for the Handlebar Club, so named on account of its members’ uniformly

  luxuriant moustaches, let the ball through his legs), or the Berkshire Colts, were painstakingly chronicled. Having a notebook about one’s person – as any trainspotter would confirm

  – gives one a sense of purpose and belonging, and I felt that I was beginning to fit in, at last, as a reporter. Winlaw’s chancy style of batting also helped define a vital element in

  my concept of hero worship: the combination of insouciant flair and agonizing vulnerability. It was typical of him, for example, to be bowled while essaying an exquisite late cut.




  The highlight of my boyhood came when Winlaw, who had hitherto languished in the depths of the school’s dud leagues, was suddenly propelled into the Harrow XI after Boy’s

  Own-type heroics in a house match. The Eton and Harrow game of 1955, the 150th renewal of the oldest fixture in the calendar at Lord’s, provided me with my first glimpse of

  cricket’s ‘Headquarters’ (as Tegberry unfailingly called it). At the age of eight I found it all overwhelming; I still do, for that matter.




  In the era when debutantes were still presented at court, the Eton and Harrow match remained a significant occasion in the ‘season’: there were carriages parked around the boundary,

  gentlemen wore morning dress, ladies wore hats and long dresses. Acutely self-conscious in my grey flannel shorts, I imagined myself one of the sans culottes as I negotiated my way nervously

  through the fashionable promenade during the luncheon interval. The French Revolution – which I was learning about at my preparatory school near Reading – came strongly to mind when

  faced with the alarming, behatted, white-painted apparition of Mrs Hugh McCorquodale (otherwise Barbara Cartland, who, much later, was to tell me of how she saw the Jarrow Marchers invade the Ritz

  Hotel) and her daughter, Mrs Gerald Legge (the already formidable Raine, who would later campaign to have me sacked from my post at the Daily Telegraph for writing disobligingly about her

  ‘improvements’ as châtelaine of Althorp).




  Not, of course, that, like Lady Anne Stepney in Anthony Powell’s A Dance to the Music of Time, I would have been ‘on the side of the People’. As may be judged from my

  adopting a baronetcy for my alter ego, Sir John Julian (a title that could probably be traced to the one traditionally turned down, as the story went, by my father’s grandfather, an Ulster

  senator), I was even then a howling snob. But that golden summer day at Lord’s my snobbery took flight from the suburbs of Maidenhead and fluttered downriver to every snob’s favourite

  four-letter word, Eton. Like that other denizen of the Thames Valley, Mr Toad (a figure who loomed large in my childhood, as his creator, Kenneth Grahame, had lived in what became our kindergarten

  at Cookham Dean and set The Wind in the Willows in the surrounding neighbourhood), on first encountering a motor car, it was a case of oh, Bliss, oh Rapture – Poop! Poop!

  – when I set eyes on Eton blue.




  Inchoately, I seemed to sense that the stripy dark blue Harrovian headgear was flashy and vulgar whereas the simple pale blue Etonian caps exuded aristocratic style and panache. Various languid

  luminaries from the Eton XI – Edward Lane-Fox, Simon Douglas-Pennant, the promising young wicket-keeper Henry Blofeld – were swiftly added to my private pantheon. My next cricket book

  was duly dedicated to ‘Blofeld & Co.’ and this scion of the Norfolk squirearchy acquired mythic status when he came back after a horrific collision with a bus at Eton to win a

  Cambridge Blue – though to this and other observers he was never the player he promised to be before the accident.




  Awash with heady new material to absorb into my daydreams, I refused to return to Lord’s the following day. Instead, I played out my own version of events in and out of the empty house,

  where the ‘pavilion’ steps down to the lawn served as a passable stage for the studiedly casual entrances and exits (bat aloft) of the Etonian batsmen. My guilt at being a

  ‘traitor’ in this fanatically loyal Harrovian household (the Winlaws’ father, R. de W. K., had taught at Harrow before the war) added a piquancy to the proceedings. ‘You can

  represent “Eton”,’ Roger used to say when we set up some games contest or other. Little did he know what pleasure such conceits afforded me.




  Socially, if not geographically, Crosfields, my prep school, was a long way from Eton. In fact it was the junior school of Leighton Park, a Quaker establishment to which my leftward-leaning

  mother, a schoolmistress, had been drawn on account of its abhorrence of corporal punishment. My father had been emotionally scarred by the sadistic cruelty of the appropriately named Mr Evill at

  his own preparatory (or ‘private’, as they were known) school, Ashdown House, and she was determined the same thing was not going to happen to me. My father was fond of recalling the

  only question put to him by Rudyard Kipling, a friend of his field-marshal uncle, when they met during his public schooldays: ‘Tell me, my boy, is there much licking at

  Wellington?’




  Crosfields’s claim to fame was that it was the alma mater of the current England cricket captain, P. B. H. May, whose impressive initials duly ensured him a place among my heroes. As a

  nobly classical batsman, he was certainly of heroic stature but, try as I might, I could not warm to Peter May’s personality. The trouble probably was that he seemed rather too like me

  – shy, buttoned-up, prim and proper – to be the stuff of fantasy. My impression that he was rather ‘pi’, something of a prig, was borne out by the reminiscences of his

  Carthusian contemporary, Simon Raven, with whom, many years later, I took tea at the Charterhouse, the hallowed retreat for ‘decaied gents’ in the City of London, where I now dream of

  ending up myself. Sadly, the old scapegrace Raven, once a byword for gourmandizing, was clutching a pot of sandwich spread as he sought to escape from a limerick-spouting ‘brother’

  resident.




  Captain Raven himself – who had resigned, under pressure from his bookmakers, his commission in my second father-in-law’s regiment, the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry –

  could hardly be classified as a hero but some of his raffish tastes appeared to be shared by the two most dashing cricketers of that era, Denis Compton and Keith Miller. By the time I came to study

  the game closely for my RCC chronicles, these cheery rivals were both well past their prime, yet an aura of faded romance still clung to them and occasionally a flash of the old brilliance would

  – irresistibly – light up the sky. Attractive characteristics they shared were modesty and a blithe disregard for statistics and records. Meeting one’s heroes can so often prove a

  withering disappointment, but when, not long before he died, I bumped into the batsman for whom there were no rations (to adapt Neville Cardus’s phrase) in a club, he struggled to his feet

  and said simply ‘Denis Compton’ (with the Cockney hard ‘o’ still intact). As if I would not have known who he was.




  Peter May was no less modest, though meeting him at a game in the old boys’ knockout competition, which Winlaw invented in the 1960s, lacked the same magic.




  ‘Oh, Mr May,’ I gushed in the traditional manner of the mad fan, ‘it’s such a thrill and an honour to meet you. You were my boyhood hero. I had a Peter May bat

  when I was at Crosfields – your old school, of course . . .’ (Somehow one always believes one’s heroes will be impressed by your telling them something obvious about themselves

  with which they are, naturally, only too familiar.)




  ‘Crosfields, yes,’ the great cricketer mused in an accent that would once have been considered decidedly ‘common’. ‘My family were from Reading, you

  know.’




  We sat in painful silence. I thought of mentioning John Betjeman’s frustration when he attended a lecture by Lord David Cecil advertised as ‘The Pleasures of Reading’ only to

  discover that Lord David was actually discussing the joys of reading, but decided against.




  Not for the first, or the last, time, I considered that it might be better to watch one’s heroes from the boundary and marvel, in all innocence and ignorance, at their feats from afar. How

  happy I had been – and, come to think of it, still am – to sit and watch Surrey play at the Oval (truly ‘the People’s Ground’, and an infinitely less stuck-up place

  than Lord’s), without the burdensome inside knowledge I was later to acquire about certain players’ tendencies to ‘sledge’ (bad-mouth), whinge and moan. In my fantasy world,

  I liked to believe the Gentlemen were all devil-may-care cavaliers with patrician accents, and the Players cheerful, salt-of-the-earth worthies honoured to be engaged in the beautiful summer

  game.




  Reality was kept at bay, with reams of Gradgrindian facts and statistics lovingly tabulated each season in my exercise books. To take refuge in daydreams on the one hand and first-class cricket

  averages on the other was more necessary than ever now that I had ceased to attend Crosfields as a day boy and had followed my half-brothers and cousins as a boarder at Port Regis in Dorset. My

  father’s brother, Peter, a bachelor of artistic and social bent, who was paying for my education, had come to the conclusion that Crosfields was too outre, and my mother, encouraged by

  the fact that Port Regis (‘PR’) was patronized by various Labour and Liberal politicians, liked to believe that it also eschewed the slipper (it didn’t).




  The Winlaws’ games-playing achievements at PR were recalled with genial warmth by the hearty masters with their pipes and leather-patched tweed jackets. On the verdant pitches beside the

  vast ‘Jacobethan’ pile built (and occupied all too briefly) by the Grosvenors, I yearned desperately to emulate my brothers, and failed abysmally. Assigned to guard the goal at soccer

  (I think we were supposed to call it ‘Association’), I managed to let in six shots from the junior school of Millfield, whose team seemed largely composed of aggressive Orientals,

  doubtless already on professional terms. I was handicapped by the fact that the elastic in my shorts suddenly snapped slack before the game; consequently I tended to be hitching up the waistband

  when I needed my hands to be free to catch the ball.




  ‘Monty,’ the PR captain admonished me, alluding to the familiar diminutive of my surname, Montgomery. ‘You’re absolutely spastic.’




  Sacked from the side (to be replaced, according to a rumour I was ready to believe, by the headmaster’s godson), I rather lost interest in soccer. My dreams of becoming another Bert

  Trautmann – the Manchester City goalie who carried on playing in a Cup Final after breaking his neck – had faded. Trautmann’s place in my dream team owed something to his being a

  former German prisoner of war; PR had housed a prison camp during the war years and the old huts still littered the grounds. I bored my dormitory mates with a fantasy about Gertrude, an erratic cow

  in the neighbouring field, heading an escape committee. Although the war had been over for more than ten years, my dreams were full of enemy aircraft flying overhead.




  It was an aircraft which never properly took off that curtailed my own football fantasy. One fateful evening in February 1958, while I was making an ashtray for my mother (who not only

  didn’t smoke but also offered handsome bribes for her children not to do so) in the woodwork ‘hobby’ hour, the tracksuited figure of George Willing, the gym master, took me to one

  side.




  ‘Sonny,’ he said, ‘there’s been a tragic accident. Most of the Manchester United side have been killed in a plane crash at Munich airport.’




  Knowing of my particular support for Man U and hero worship of the so-called ‘Busby Babes’, the kindly Mr Willing had sought me out to break the shocking news. Those killed included

  my special favourite, the cheerful England centre forward Tommy Taylor, aged twenty-five. Soon, the dashing left half Duncan Edwards was to die too. With awed fascination, I scoured the News

  Chronicle (the newspaper favoured by the Liberal headmaster) for ghoulish details about Matt Busby’s oxygen tent. It was a sobering business to see a whole wall of my pantheon crumble

  into dust.




  From now on Sir John Julian’s publishing wing of the RCC was to be devoted entirely to the summer game. Escape into the comforting arms of cricket was all the more urgent because of the

  unwelcome switch in RCC’s headquarters. Following the deaths of my grandparents, the Edwardian ‘rambler’ up at Cookham Dean had had to be sold, and my parents were faced with the

  difficulty of squeezing themselves, their five children, the redoubtable Biddo (who, quite rightly, commandeered the best room) and assorted animals into an undignified and uncompromisingly

  suburban bungalow down in Cookham’s least salubrious quarter. ‘Do tell me, Marsali,’ enquired one of my mother’s brothers-in-law with earnest sincerity, ‘how you were

  clever enough to get a council house?’




  Seeing the new Rondels – an architectural curiosity, with its central feature a lavatory nicknamed ‘Cliveden View’ – for the first time on my return for the holidays from

  PR proved too great a shock to the system. This was, to say the least, hardly a suitable ‘seat’ for Sir John Julian. At the age of eleven I flipped for the first, if certainly not the

  last, time. That night, after dark, I packed my trusty Bakelite suitcase and jumped out of my bedroom window – it was, I am reluctant to repeat, a bungalow – before heading

  purposefully back towards old Rondels. I was making fair progress up the hill when lights and bells emanating from my mother’s and half-sister’s bicycles alerted me to imminent

  apprehension. ‘There’s nothing to go back to or for, Hughie,’ it was patiently explained.




  I consoled myself by sticking up pictures of my heroes, a gallery of graven images, on the walls of my tiny ‘cell’. (‘A room I would hesitate to put a pantry boy into,’

  as Lady Berners observed of her son’s accommodation at Eton.) By this time they included the rising England star E. R. Dexter, an imperious batsman whose naturally attacking approach recalled

  the golden age of Edwardian amateurism (even if, as I harshly judged from eavesdropping much later outside the Radley old boys’ dressing room on one occasion, his faintly suburban persona did

  not quite live up to his ‘Lord Ted’ image); and the authoritative E. W. Swanton, for whom A. S. R. was now working as a dogsbody.




  ‘Jim’ Swanton had been a friend of Winlaw’s father before the war and took a benevolent view of the young shaver’s scrapes, such as writing off the master’s motor

  car. But ‘Swanny’, whose gruff, schoolmasterly tones were much imitated (particularly on the occasion when, while summarizing the day’s play at the Oval on television, he had

  cause to remonstrate with a boy pulling faces at him from behind the camera), was less forgiving after one unfortunate telephone call to Rondels.




  ‘Good evening to you,’ he boomed at Biddo, who had picked up the instrument. ‘This is Mr E. W. Swanton speaking. I was hoping to find Mr Antony Winlaw in. Please would you be

  good enough to put him on the line, or, failing that, tell me of his whereabouts?’




  ‘Oh no, Antony,’ bawled back Biddo, who was slightly deaf, in her broadest Wiltshire accent. ‘I know it’s only you, larking about as usual. You’re always

  pretending to be that old twerp Swainson.’ (Biddo was something of a Mrs Malaprop and had once told one of my bemused aunts that she had enjoyed ‘a lovely time at the Crematorium’

  – she meant the Planetarium.) ‘You can’t fool me!’




  ‘I beg your pardon . . .’




  ‘Come off it! Pull the other one . . .’




  ‘Now come, come, my good woman, I can assure you this is Mr Swanton speaking – and when Mr Winlaw comes to hear of this, as he indubitably will, he may have cause to

  regret his misplaced mimicry.’




  Biddo, a staunch fan of ‘Fearless Fred’ Trueman, the Yorkshire fast bowler and tail-end hitter, had a place of honour among Sir John Julian’s fulsome acknowledgements in the

  RCC publications. A peerless cook – who had begun her working life as a kitchenmaid of fourteen at Coleshill (Pratt’s Carolean masterpiece) for the Pleydell-Bouveries shortly before the

  outbreak of the Kaiser’s War, in which she was to lose her ‘young man’ to the unmentionable Germans – the benevolent Biddo bound me to her ample bosom not with hoops of

  steel but ambrosial dishes. I was her ‘Lovey-Boy’, the son she never had and the first born with whom she was allowed free rein following the death of my mother’s old nanny, who

  had looked after my half-siblings.




  Looking back, I exploited my privileged position next to Biddo’s kitchen stove shamelessly and doubtless fully deserved any robust treatment I may have received from my half-siblings

  outdoors. Nor did I properly appreciate Biddo’s generosity of spirit in devoting her sole annual holiday to sitting beside me at Scarborough’s seaside cricket ground for the duration of

  its festival, a regular feast of enjoyable cricket. This ingenious scheme to cheer me up had been hatched with my mother, who had happy memories of pre-war Scarborough festivals when her first

  husband, R. de W. K. Winlaw, played for the Gentlemen.




  In those days they put up at the Grand, the schloss-like structure which dominates the still elegant resort’s south coast, and Sir John Julian naturally hankered after a palatial

  suite here. But instead the spoilt little snob learned a valuable social lesson by accompanying Biddo to dear old ‘Ma’ Ferrington’s spick-and-span boarding house in Trafalgar

  Square, which backed conveniently on to the cricket ground up on the brasher north coast. Ma (a nickname sparingly used) was a formidable Yorkshire-woman who expected strict punctuality in Nelson

  House’s basement dining room, capaciously stocked with sauce bottles, and would issue no-nonsense edicts against taking the stairs two at a time or using the lavatory at night. Yet in the

  front room of an evening, over the salty beef sandwiches served for late supper, she would relish, teeth out and grey hair askew, a ‘good laff’ with her assembled guests.




  The other regulars at festival time included an impeccably courteous miner, a very jolly family from Manchester and a slightly snooty spinster of a certain age. ‘Probably a ladies’

  maid,’ observed Biddo, who (like Alan Bennett’s mother on her hotel outings) took pleasure in pigeonholing the guests during her people-watching. Watching the cricket day after day must

  have been something of a trial even for her good nature and from time to time she would look up from her knitting and yell, to my embarrassment: ‘Come on, hit a six!’ In keeping with

  the festival spirit someone, usually Trueman, would oblige.




  Yet, what with the odd outing to Peasholm Park (where mock-battles were fought on the lake between mini-fleets of model ships, manned by prostrate pilots), The Merry Widow in the open-air

  theatre, the Fol-de-Rols concert party at the Floral Hall and perhaps a guest spot from Biddo’s favourite pianist, Russ Conway (the merchant seaman with the Steradent smile), I hope that she

  was happy. For me, it was like one of my dreams coming true: every morning I would take up my accustomed place underneath the press box and begin my on-the-spot report with a summary of the

  weather. Once my idyll was interrupted by a patronizing journalist looking over my shoulder and remarking: ‘What’s this, son, are you after my job?’ Blushing furiously, I snapped

  shut the book.




  During the intervals, as the band oompahed away, I would stalk my heroes to and from the marquee. Although I eagerly collected the daily rushes (or prints) from the local photographer, I was too

  shy to thrust the pictures forward to the blazered and flannelled figures for them to autograph, and contented myself by eavesdropping on such characters as Colin Ingleby-Mackenzie, the

  swashbuckling Hampshire captain. The best I could dredge up was merely a single word – ‘Y-e-e-s’ – enunciated in a moderately high-pitched Etonian drawl and endlessly

  imitated to the boredom of my fellow cricket nuts back at Port Regis.




  ‘Ingleby’ became an idol after his hilarious television interview with a po-faced reporter for Junior Sportsview which, as I recall, went something like this:




  ‘Mr Ingleby-Mackenzie, now to what do you attribute Hampshire’s success?’




  ‘Oh, wine, women and song, I should say.’




  ‘Er . . . but don’t you have certain rules, um, discipline, I mean – helpful hints for the younger viewer?’




  ‘Well, everyone in bed in time for breakfast, I suppose.’




  ‘Yes, thank you. Perhaps we could take a look in the dressing room?’




  ‘Certainly, if you don’t mind me wandering about in the nude . . .’




  If only I could have injected some of Ingleby’s joie de vivre into my own nerve-ridden efforts on the cricket pitch at PR. I did manage to scrape into the 1st XI after a breezy young

  temporary master had inculcated in me the basics of inswing, but I bowled in terror of delivering an interminable over of wide balls. By the end of my last season I had still not been awarded my

  colours, though one of my collaborators on the cricket books, which were now cascading consolingly from the RCC, told me that he had overheard an altercation between the master-in-charge and the

  headmaster on this very topic.




  Not long before, the headmaster, a temperamental bachelor widely revered (if not by me) for his liberality, had accused me of ‘eccentric behaviour’ in a report, which was hotly

  challenged by my mother. Having apparently chosen to put a sinister interpretation on my innocently kissing a boisterous contemporary on the cheek, ‘Uppers’ chose to rebuke me in front

  of the whole school for consorting with younger boys in an inappropriate manner. Although two of my cricket-book collaborators were admittedly a year or so my junior, I was mystified by the old

  boy’s attitude. Then he tore up my end-of-term mug-shot with the words: ‘You don’t need this – you’re vain enough already.’




  If Uppers hardly measured up to heroic status, Mr Trotman, the games master, proved my champion in the end. At the last gasp I did finally receive the much-coveted white and red cap, similar to

  the one sported in Winlaw’s old den. It smelt delicious. The only trouble was that it was now too late to wear it.




  What I wore when I took my leave of PR that winter, without any fond adieux, was a blanket over my head: the school was in the grip of a jaundice epidemic. ‘Is this the way you’re

  going to behave at Eton?’ a sarcastic senior master at PR had once sneered at me as I danced along in a daydream, but, as things turned out, it was not, alas, the ‘Wat’ry

  Glade’ for me. My glamorous uncle Peter favoured Eton but my mother hated what she thought was its snobbish ambience and she could invoke an unlikely ally in her unconventional father-in-law,

  a major general who had been unhappy there in the 1880s. She wanted me to go to Bryanston, PR’s senior school. Harrow was the compromise solution.




  Here again, as at PR, the Winlaws’ athletic prowess preceded me. Stuck in a boorishly ‘keen’ house (where it was not done to pass into the school choir), I sought to be as

  inconspicuous as possible. ‘Most of the time,’ observed my form master in one report, ‘he seems to be in a world of his own.’ How right he was. I had retreated to the

  fantasy world of Sir John Julian (now supplemented by P. G. Wodehouse’s Psmith), wishing myself the toast of ‘Pop’ at Eton. Once, in an absent-minded moment, I started combing my

  recalcitrant curls in class. ‘Dear me, Montgomery,’ expostulated the anguished master, ‘you’ll gain a very unsavoury reputation if you carry on like that.’




  My attempts to keep out of the way of my housemaster, a deceptively hearty Low Church rugby football international (one cap, anyway) were not always successful. ‘D’you know,

  Monty,’ he snarled at me as I crept behind his bald head, ‘I don’t think you’re shy at all. You’re just bloody rude!’ Sometimes these ushers can be

  strangely perceptive, don’t you know, I murmured to Sir John Julian as I sloped off to extra maths. (‘At his best he is incredibly bad, at his worst unbelievable.’)




  My only protests against the prevailing philistinism were to affect vaguely aesthetic attire and to eschew, in the best Brigade of Guards manner, the silly school slang – such as

  ‘eccer’ for exercise and ‘tosh’ for bath. But, to my shame, I went along with the Harrovian consensus that anyone bad at games (including, of course, myself) was simply not

  worth bothering with. Thus I missed out on making friends with such amusing, if unathletic, contemporaries as the budding comedian and novelist Andrew Barrow, the actor Simon Williams, the

  filmmaker Andrew Birkin and the architectural historian Gervase Jackson-Stops. The pop singer Michael d’Abo (later of Manfred Mann) was in an entirely different category: as a talented games

  player he was up there among the gods as an unapproachable hero. He spoke to me once, during a cricket game, when he asked to borrow my duffer’s cap to keep the sun out of his eyes.

  Flustered, I refused with bad grace.




  Quite unjustifiably, on the whim of a strangely sympathetic beak (who later shot himself), I had been plucked from obscurity to a place in the Colts XI. It was the only time in my Harrow days

  that my daydreams collided with reality: I actually went with the side to Eton and relished a ‘Strawberry Mess’ in ‘Tap’ (now Etonian slang is quite another matter). But I

  proved pitifully out of my depth in both cricketing and social terms and landed up in the aptly named Outcasts XI, only just obtaining my stripy house cap from the grudging school captain. After I

  had celebrated with a few flashy shots outside the off stump, this charmless individual shouted out for all to hear: ‘That’s the first time Monty’s ever smiled!’




  Someone who did make me smile at Harrow, and became one of my heroes, was the wonderfully snobbish and eccentric history beak Charles Lillingston, who would regale us with tales from his friend

  Barbara Cartland’s dinner table and mercilessly tease his classroom neighbour, a pompous young ‘educationalist’ called John Rae (who later tried to become a television pundit,

  though it was said that his head proved too large for the screen). On one memorable occasion Lillingston kidnapped Rae’s emissary, who had been sent to ask the next-door class to be less

  uproarious, and bundled him into a cupboard. ‘Where’s my boy, Charles?’ demanded Rae, when he eventually deigned to enter the Lillingston stronghold.




  ‘Your boy, John?’ returned Lillingston, as his glasses made their customarily comical descent from his bald pate to the bridge of his beaky nose.




  Somehow, Charles Lillingston, an Old Etonian dandy himself, seemed to understand. ‘Monty,’ he would announce in class, ‘has ended up among the peasantry by some hideous

  mistake.’ One high summer evening we stood together on the balcony of Lord’s pavilion at the close of play after a representative public schools’ match, watching the dying sun

  catch the golden tresses of Rupert Daniels – then, as indeed now, the epitome of the Etonian schoolboy star – as he gently rolled the ball, as if he were playing bowls, towards some

  pesky pigeons in the outfield. ‘There,’ said Charles admiringly, ‘you see the difference between Etonians and Harrovians: the Etonian remains for ever young at heart.’




  By now I had made the earliest possible exit from Harrow (though I remained at Eton in my daydreams), much to Winlaw’s fury. ‘I’ll never forgive you for missing your chance of

  playing at Lord’s,’ he fumed. But he chivvied me into turning out for the Harrow Wanderers. It was the usual nervous nightmare of wides, ducks and dropped catches. (‘The Field

  Marshal could have caught that, Monty.’)




  Apart, that is, from one magical day on a village field in Hampshire. ‘Tiger’, the truly heroic, one-eyed Nawab of Pataudi, playing for the Old Wykehamists, had thrashed us for 144

  when he unexpectedly skyed a drive off my bowling. ‘Catch it!’ the skipper, Winlaw, shrieked at me. I backed away in shock, mumbling: ‘Yours.’ Whereupon Winlaw did

  the decent thing and threw himself forward, barking his forearms on the shaved pitch in making the catch. The Star of India was a princely scalp in which even Sir John Julian could take pride.




  







  THREE




  Standing By the Last




  ‘YOU GO AND stand by the last, Hughie,’ said my uncle Joe from underneath his jaunty pork-pie hat, as his

  alert, friendly eyes darted towards the sturdy birch hedge in the run-in at Wincanton Racecourse. ‘I’ll see you later,’ he added before his tweeded figure vanished into the

  buzzing throng of ruddy-faced West Countrymen congregating around the bookmakers’ boards. Although usually ill at ease and nervous in crowds, I soon overcame my fear of the general loudness,

  punctuated by urgent yells of the odds – ‘Six-to-four the field’ – and a strange, unfamiliar sensation of excitement flickered inside my head. It was the autumn

  half-term of 1954 and my first day at the races.




  Purposefully I made my way through the scrum of punters – ‘All right, sonny?’ – down to the running rail beside the last fence of the steeplechase course, where I found

  my aunt Daisy, well wrapped up against the wind that whipped across the centre of the track above the Somerset marshes. ‘Go on,’ she said in her warm tones, ‘get right to the

  front for a good view.’ I insinuated myself as close to the side of the fence as I could – no safety barrier in those rugged days – so that I was virtually nuzzling the twigs of

  the birch.




  Then, after a long wait, a pulsating vibration communicated itself to me. It was the thundering of hooves approaching the fence on the first circuit of the race. In a terrifying flash, the space

  immediately above my head was suddenly filled with an indistinguishable mass of giant horseflesh, flying horseshoes, gleaming boots, brightly coloured jerseys and caps, whirling whips and faces

  creased in concentration. The noise was overwhelming. The wooden frame of the fence banged with a loud report and cracked alarmingly; the birch buckled and flew; the whips cracked; and the frantic

  cries of the jockeys (‘Steady!’ ‘Go-aww-rrn!’ ‘Stupid bugger’) mingled with the exhortations of the crowd (‘C’mon, my

  son!’).




  I stood in shock, unable to move, as the field galloped away on their second circuit of the course. It was as if I had positioned myself in the path of the Charge of the Light Brigade (which, as

  I had been assured by my friends at Crosfields, had ‘got stuck in the marmalade’). The spectacle, so brief as to seem an illusion, had knocked me for six – a phrase I had picked

  up from watching my namesake ‘Monty’, the garrulous Field Marshal, on television. This, I thought, must be what war is like.




  And then, as if in confirmation of these musings, another long, long wait before the final flurry of action as the fence – from which, to the amusement of my aunt, I was now keeping a

  respectful distance – came into its own as ‘The Last’. By now, the jockeys’ faces, the new focus of my rapt attention, were wild-eyed with determination and their whips were

  up. Their shouts were lost in the full-throated roar of the crowd. As the field, reduced to a ragged, and in some cases riderless, procession, raced away from us towards the winning post, I knew

  that I had experienced the thrill of a lifetime.




  ‘Well,’ said Uncle Joe, when we finally caught up with him beside the unsaddling enclosure. ‘What about that, eh, Hughie? Want to come racing again, my son?’

  Sensing that this was not a moment to complain of the boredom attendant upon the yawning gaps between the races, slowly filled by the long drawn-out progress between paddock, bar and grandstand, I

  blurted out: ‘Yes – if I can always be standing by the last.’




  ‘That’s the best place to be, all right,’ said Uncle Joe, who had ridden in point-to-points himself in his younger days. Of solid Somerset farming stock, Joe Dinham was a

  passionate racing man and punter. When the gambling was going well – and he once proudly confessed that his coups had put his stepson, J. J. B. Rowe, my boyhood hero-cousin, through

  Winchester, where he was in the Cricket XI with ‘Tiger’ Pataudi – he even ran to owning a few racehorses in training. For some reason they all had names beginning with the letter

  ‘Z’ – Zivai, Zaytor, and so forth – and the Dinham colours were registered under the name of my aunt Daisy. Paintings of these revered animals, coats glistening, jockeys

  ‘up’, hung prominently on the walls of their comfortable stone farmhouse, Catcrow, near Somerton, which became the beloved holiday home-from-home of myself and my siblings.




  The atmosphere there was distinctly different from the rather buttoned-up, po-faced and puritanical ethos which pertained at RCC. Words such as ‘bum’ and ‘fart’, never

  uttered at Rondels, would be common parlance at Catcrow. Aunt Daisy was my mother’s youngest sister – known to my mother alone as ‘Hermione’ – and something of a

  rebel, who had studied at the Slade School of Art. She had met Joe Dinham during the Second World War when, as the estranged wife of a London stockbroker, she was staying in Somerton with her

  sister Daphne (‘Aunt Daffa’), stationed nearby with the WRNS.




  Much to my youthful embarrassment, Aunt Daisy and Uncle Joe slept in the nude (the bedroom door remained open) and would wander about in this state. They also had the distressing habit of openly

  ‘grunting’ (as they put it) on the lavatory in the bathroom while I was attempting to attend to my ablutions at the basin. Blushing furiously, I would avoid eye contact. My shyness and

  self-consciousness was evidently out of place. I paid excruciatingly for my prissiness one day on the beach down at Beer, across the Devon border, when Uncle Joe spotted some modest skid marks on

  my underpants which were airing among the pebbles while I bathed. On my return from the sea, I was regaled with a rousing chorus of ‘Hughie’s grunted in his pants, doo-dah, doo-dah .

  . .’




  Mortified, confused and indignant, I submerged into a long sulk. Only one of Uncle Joe’s ‘Zummerset’ stories on the way back managed to break through my escapist

  daydreams of faraway cricket matches. He recounted the occasion when a farm labourer called Alfred Hartigan was up before the beak. ‘Your name?’ enquired the magistrate.




  ‘Alf ’Artigan, Your Honour.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Alf-artigan, sir.’




  ‘Good God, man, if you do, I’ll clear the court.’




  It was the funniest thing I had ever heard. Tears of joy replaced the tears of shame I had been too pent-up to shed earlier.




  Laughter and doubtless good-natured fun were the constant themes chez Dinham. Although most of the time I felt like an alien in this relentlessly hearty household, the raffishness of

  Uncle Joe’s racing chums intrigued my imagination. The dashing figures who came to stay with the Dinhams in the late summer when the West Country became the centre of National Hunt racing

  assumed a heroic status – especially the trainer Captain Ryan Price, a harsh-voiced ex-Commando who wore his trilby at a rakish angle, and his stalwart jockey, the great Fred Winter, a

  tightly coiled bundle of superhuman energy who reminded me of Mr Punch in appearance. There was also a colourful character called Stuart Pattemore, a portly, fairish man who sold antiques in

  Somerton to support his racing habit, as well as a full supporting cast of jovial men of the Turf.




  As an awkward boy, I thought that these glamorous, confident grown-ups for ever cracking jokes and guffawing helplessly somehow had the secret of enjoying life to the full, one which seemed most

  unlikely ever to be vouchsafed to me. Off we would pile to the West Country tracks – Wincanton, Taunton under the Quantocks, Haldon (‘Devon & Exeter’, as it was billed) high

  on its dramatic hill, little Newton Abbot (‘bit of a dog track, old boy’) and dear old Buckfastleigh, which then still held convivial meetings under ‘Rules’. A hectic dash

  across country – ‘There goes Stuart in his Jag: he doesn’t want to miss the first’ – would be followed by the traditional rounds of bar, paddock, bar, grandstand,

  unsaddling enclosure, bar and the no less traditional obloquy heaped on the hapless stewards before the advent of the photo-finish camera and the security video.




  Mummerset mumblings about the unspotted ‘bumping and boring around the bend’ and how ‘the blind judge must have backed the second’ would reverberate in my ears as I

  headed off ‘into the country’ to stand by the last or watch the start of the next race. My fantasies had by now firmly fixed on the jockeys, those heroes who risked life and limb in

  every race. Watching them intently as they milled around at the start, I was struck by how cheerful and smiling they invariably appeared. I learned that the pre-race ritual was for them to trot up

  to the first obstacle in order to show their mounts what they were about to jump. I would loiter near the fence and eavesdrop on the jockeys’ badinage while the horses stuck their heads over

  the jump, ears as eagerly pricked as my own.




  ‘Your fellah’s looking as big as my missus.’




  ‘Now, lads, let’s take it really steady first time round.’




  ‘I’ll take the inner, OK, and you make the running.’




  This type of ‘horse-trading’ as to the plan of the race never seemed to have the slightest influence on the way it turned out, but it was all part of the routine. Gradually, I began

  to identify the jockeys’ weatherbeaten features under their helmets – Johnny Gilbert, the hurdles specialist, whose wizened walnut of a face made him look like an old man; the sturdy

  Michael Scudamore (Peter’s father); the wise-cracking Molony brothers, Pat and Tim; and Uncle Joe’s legendary friend Fred Winter. Towards the end of the 1950s, when I was at Port Regis,

  not far from Wincanton, a boisterous blond teenager called Terry Biddlecombe particularly caught my eye. His ebullient manner and wide West Country grin came to epitomize National Hunt racing for

  me. ‘Go on, Terry!’ I would pipe up enthusiastically as he mixed sympathetic horsemanship with driving jockeyship – a rare combination – around my favourite Somerset

  course.




  In between race meetings I would while away the long afternoons on Uncle Joe’s farm by crouching astride bales of hay pretending to be old Fred or young Terry in a desperate finish. A

  stick would be put into vigorous service as a flourishing whip while I urged my mount home by a short head or a neck. Sometimes my half-brother Roger, already a budding agriculturalist who would

  eventually join Uncle Joe in a farming partnership, would break off from his milking or harvesting chores to disturb these daydreams. Thereafter he would imitate the fevered whip-waving he had

  witnessed whenever he was encouraging me to get a move on. Roger was also a keen student of form and drew my attention to the outstandingly smooth and stylish riding style of another jockey, Johnny

  Haine, who had begun his career on the Flat.




  Style, dash, insouciance – these were the cavalier qualities I so admired in my heroes. At Port Regis I may have belonged biologically to the ‘Cavaliers’ (as the uncircumcized

  boys were called) but I know that temperamentally, despite all my yearnings to the contrary, I was stuck with a Roundhead manner. As snobbery seeped into my system, growing ever more intense at

  Harrow, I switched my daydreams from the tough existence of the professional jockey to the more pampered life of the gentleman-rider, as amateur jockeys used to be called.




  Like my cricketing alter ego Sir John Julian Bruce, Bt, my idealized hero was a baronet – Sir William Pigott-Brown, who became champion amateur. In person, as I discovered when I stalked

  him from the weighing room at Wincanton, Sir William turned out to be a somewhat unprepossessing, reddish man already showing signs of chubbiness. Nor could I summon up much romantic passion for

  his two aristocratic rivals, the Honourable (‘Mr’ on the race cards, quite properly) John Lawrence (later Lord Oaksey), who wrote so eloquently about the joys of jump-racing in the

  Daily Telegraph, and the indomitable Mr Gay Kindersley. But the dapper Mr Nick Gaselee exuded elegance and, ever a sucker for a card, I was fascinated by the suave appearance at Wincanton of

  Mr Michael Caborn-Waterfield, celebrated in the gossip columns as the playboy ‘Dandy Kim’.




  Probably the nearest I ever came to a flesh-and-blood ideal was Mr Edward Underdown, to whom A. S. R. introduced me at a cricket match. Not only was the courteous and charming

  ‘Teddy’ a gentleman-rider (mainly on the Flat, alas) but a gentleman-actor with ageing matinee idol looks. It was a magical combination to fuel my fantasies.
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