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To my beloved grandchildren and their parents, along with Uncle Joe











‘A writer is someone for whom writing is harder than it is for other people’


– Thomas Mann













1 THE GRIM REAPER



I am walking towards a cliff-top in North Wales, carrying two hefty plastic bags, a parent in each.


It is the spring of 1985. A few weeks ago my father died, without much warning, in a Liverpool hospital. After his funeral in Lancashire, I brought my mother back to my home in London – where, just a week later, she too chose to depart. On the first night I left her alone, thrilled to be babysitting the children, I came home to find her dead on the hall floor. Of heart failure, according to the post-mortem; but really, of course, of a broken heart. Margaret Holden simply didn’t want to live without her John. I found a diary saying just that when I was obliged, most uneasily, to go through her belongings in our spare room.


‘Anthony’, I couldn’t help reading, ‘has been wonderful this week’. I confess I needed that. Over the subsequent three decades and more, those words have proved a source of considerable consolation. After leaving home for university in my late teens, I had been a somewhat distant if broadly dutiful son, not the most attentive or even at times amenable, telephoning them regularly but visiting rarely, even after I presented them with grandson after grandson. At the last, at least, I had been of some service. I had done my filial stuff.


Now opened simultaneously, my parents’ wills expressed the wish that their ashes be scattered from this headland in Trearddur Bay on Holy Island, North Wales, beyond the far north-west end of Anglesey, where they had done their courting. This was also where they sent me away from home, at the age of eight, to a prep school I thoroughly loathed. So I have ample reason to dislike this windswept coastal outpost, where once I scrambled miserably around these very rocks, feeling so abandoned by them. But I cannot let that distract me now.


My father had been to the self-same school, and thought it best to dispatch his sons there. My older brother, who was happy enough at the school to send his own sons after him, has walked on ahead, to find the precise spot from which our parents wished to be consigned to the Irish Sea. I follow slowly, struck by the unexpected weight of these carrier bags as surely as I am unnerved by their contents. Even worse, I am now no longer sure which bag contains which parent.


When we reach the designated point of departure, we are all too aware of those macabre tales about the wind blowing the deceased back over their loved ones. That does not at all seem a fit farewell to these two very decent souls. So we adjust accordingly, and duly consign their ashes to the water beneath. Touchingly, my wife throws some wild flowers after them onto the ocean, which helps us watch their residue float away out to sea. And so, finally, they are gone. I reflect ruefully that I am unlikely to visit them much here.


Born two days apart in 1918, my parents were both sixty-six when they died – the age I am now as I recall this singular day, queasily forcing myself to remember the details of that bleak cliff-top ritual.


When will it be my turn? The shadow of their eerily early double demise hangs heavily over me, as it has since I made it to sixty. Were I a superstitious man – which (blame my mother) I am – I would also be fretting about the fact that the year is 2013.


What would my parents have made of the fact that I have recently concluded my second term in office as the (elected) president of the International Federation of Poker? That this is the fortieth of a bizarre assortment of books I have written on an unlikely range of subjects? That I now have four wonderfully happy, healthy, rejuvenating grandchildren to show for my two failed marriages?


They’d have been as appalled by the poker and the bust-ups as bemused by the books and delighted about the grandchildren. After the sacrifices they made to provide me with a first-class education, they would be proud that I have managed all these years to make a living – just – by my pen. They would not share my agonies at some of the low-rent journalism I have had to churn out, some of the cheapskate books I would rather not have written, in order to keep my ever-expanding show on the road.


My brother Robin, long a partner in the Manchester office of a big-name firm of international accountants, was much more the kind of son they had in mind, marrying for life at twenty-one, rapidly producing two upstanding sons, a keen golfer and pillar of his local community. Me, I disappeared to university – the first Holden in recorded history to do so – and thence, perhaps inevitably, down south to the ‘big smoke’.


At this particular moment, in the mid-1980s, they were pleased that I had at last descended from the loftier climes of print journalism to write for a proper paper, the one they took themselves. Now I had a weekly column in the magazine of the Sunday Express. That was something they could boast about to their friends.


To me, it was journalistic purdah, the launch of what I thought of as ‘Holden: The Wilderness Years’, after a promising first decade in Fleet Street had eventually fallen foul of the monster Murdoch. Yet to come, I wish I had then known, were the books in which I could take some pride, written for reasons other than mere lucre, and a late return to ‘quality’ journalism.


Also in the future lay the uniquely joyous but, in retrospect, sadly fleeting delights of children growing up, going to school and university, leaving home, embarking on adult life, and the arrival of the next generation. All this I feel privileged – and, in light of the early deaths of my parents, supremely lucky – to have lived to see.


But sixty-six… it’s not enough, is it? Given a few more years, what would my parents have made of them? They had reached the point where they had few joys in life beyond their grandchildren, whom they adored but saw all too seldom. They still played some golf; otherwise, they took sparse exercise, did little but watch TV. My soft-hearted father, in what turned out to be the last year of his life, would call London from Lancashire each morning to discuss with his five-year-old grandson Ben the finer points of that day’s episode of Postman Pat.


At the same age myself now, the age they both died, I’m certainly not ready to pop off just yet, even if I’ve already crammed in enough on all fronts to have enjoyed a very rich and fortunate life, more than enough for one very mortal soul – especially one who has rarely, if ever, put his physical health above the many self-indulgences high on his list of life’s priorities.


Another of life’s self-evident home truths is that the older you grow, the more funerals and memorial services you attend. As more and more of your friends and acquaintances depart – some reassuringly older than you, some scarily younger – you inevitably become ever more aware of your own mortality as you try to come to terms with the grievous termination of theirs.


John Donne’s celebrated Meditation XVII (‘No man is an island’) renders the theme unbearably resonant:




Each man’s death diminishes me,


For I am involved in mankind.


Therefore, send not to know


For whom the bell tolls;


It tolls for thee.





The older I grow, the more I really do feel diminished by a death, any death, of friend or stranger, while becoming increasingly reconciled to the inevitability – and comparative imminence – of my own. And yes, like you, I know quite a few people who think that penultimate line was the work of Ernest Hemingway.


Something too much of this, I can hear you thinking. But before we bid the Grim Reaper a relieved farewell, at least for now, indulge me in one last thought about the brief span on earth that leads us all towards his inevitable summons.


For me, in seasoned retrospect, life is not a cohesive story, a sequential narrative, but a series of random accidents, otherwise known as luck, or chance, though some may choose to call it fate, determinism, kismet, what you will. I have a strong sense that, for reasons I know not, I have always been a lucky person. ‘You always seem to fall on your feet,’ many friends have observed to me, more than once, and not without envy, as I have appeared to bounce back cheerfully from some reversal, whether trivially passing or apparently terminal. I can offer no explanation for this happy, if mysterious and undeserved syndrome; but it seemed to have proved true of my entire life, both professional and (on the whole) personal, as I shambled through my late sixties.


I have always tried to treat my fellow beings with decency, in most cases respect, without ever believing in any presiding deity, let alone accepting that there has to be some religious rather than merely civilised manifesto behind this obvious approach to daily dealings. So to have lived even this long seems to me to disprove the existence of any supreme being, as I’ve never believed in one, or subscribed to any religion – no, for all the magnificent works of music, art and architecture produced in its name over the centuries.


Which always makes me think of those lines of Robert Browning cited by Graham Greene as the epigraph he would have chosen for all his novels:




Our interest’s on the dangerous edge of things.


The honest thief, the tender murderer,


The superstitious atheist…





As the poet implies, it is indeed the variety of life that has spiced mine. From journalism to biographies, poetry to poker, the royals to Shakespeare, the blues to opera, football to cricket, movies to Mozart, while single to married and back again (twice), I seem to have spent my life constantly on the move from one world to another, often muddling through several at once. I calculate that I have lived in twenty different homes, and held almost as many jobs, in my fifty-year career.


Like everyone, I’ve had my ups and downs – more ups, I’m pleased to say, though the few downs reached depths far lower than any heights achieved by the ups. I have in my time suffered clinical depression, but for a very specific reason; my patent blend of pessimism is that of a super-cautious optimist, taking consolation from my poker motto: ‘Always expect the worst’.


In the end I have failed in the marital stakes, despite many happy years in wedlock, amounting to half my adult life. I hope I may say that I have succeeded as a father; that has certainly been one of my mainstays, to the point where grandchildren have arrived in profusion, so I am now trying to be an ace grandpa.


But I was not abused in childhood, and did not get married in Hello! magazine, nor have I made a cameo appearance on any TV soap opera. So there is nothing in these pages for those who base their choice of reading on the Sunday bestseller lists. For the rest of you, I hope, there will at least be echoes of your own lives in the vicissitudes of mine.


Or, in the canny words of Robert Louis Stevenson, ‘Life is not always a matter of holding good cards, but sometimes of playing a poor hand well.’










2 SANDGROUNDER



Born in 1889, the fifth son of a St Albans boot-maker, Ivan Sharpe was a natural right-hander – and -footer. His craftsman father made the young Ivan a football, attached it with a three-yard cord to his left ankle, and sent him out into the back yard to kick it back and forth, again and again, for hours on end.


As a result, Ivan wound up with a left foot as strong as his right, making his debut for the England football team in 1910, at the age of twenty, on the left wing. He earned a dozen caps for England and won an FA championship title with Derby County before carrying off an Olympic gold medal as outside-left of the Great Britain team that triumphed at the Olympic Games in Stockholm in 1912 – the last time the country that invented football ever won its Olympic competition.


In his day, Ivan was even to be found on a collectible player card – which, in those days, came with a packet of cigarettes.
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Soon after his Olympic triumph, the First World War cut short Ivan’s playing career for Watford, Derby County and both Leeds teams (United and City) as well as England. He later became a prominent sports writer, editor of the Athletic News and its Football Annual before settling down as north-west football correspondent for the Sunday Chronicle, then the Empire News and finally the Sunday Times. In 1936 Ivan was chosen as the first reporter to provide a live radio commentary on the FA Cup Final.


In the early 1930s he was granted an interview with Mussolini – exclusively about football – and, according to one reliable source, also ‘had an interview lined up with Adolf Hitler, but the Führer chickened out.’ In 1947, the year I was born, he became the first chairman, then life president of the Football Writers’ Association, which today awards an annual Fellowship in his name.


In the mid-1950s, when well into his sixties, Ivan Sharpe would do the same for me, another natural-born right-footer. He tied a football to my left ankle with a six-foot piece of string, and sent me out into the garden to kick it back and forth for hour upon hour while keeping benevolent watch through the window. To his delight, I would end up playing outside-left for my school – if not, alas, for England.


Ivan Sharpe was my maternal grandfather – and the closest, most supportive companion of my childhood and youth. His wife, Ada, had died in 1941, on my parents’ first wedding anniversary, more than six years before I was born, so Ivan was living in the Lancashire seaside resort of Southport with my parents – or my mother, his only child, while my father was away at war – when I came along. And so he did for the rest of his life, which would not end until I was a twenty-year-old student.


My other grandfather had also died before I was born, and I barely knew his widow, who died when I was eight. Thus Ivan took on much more of a role in my life than the routine grandfather; only now, when I have become a grandfather myself, do I realise what a role model he has always been to me.


So it seems more than appropriate that my middle name is Ivan, as is that of my eldest son Sam. On 11 August 2012, the penultimate day of the London Olympic Games, Sam and I made the pilgrimage to the Olympic football final at Wembley Stadium in honour of the centenary of Grandpa Ivan’s finest hour.


Ivan’s England caps and Olympic gold medal hang on the wall of my London home, along with the wonderfully sepia photograph of England’s triumphant 1912 Olympic team. These and his other trophies adorned the living-room wall in Southport throughout my childhood.




[image: Image]

Ivan Sharpe, front row, far right





To me, it seemed perfectly natural that my grandfather lived with us, that he would tell me bedtime stories about Jehoshaphat the giant, later read me O. Henry and Edgar Wallace. As for my father, it did not cross my mind until many years later that he rarely spent a night alone at home with my mother – from whom, after the war, he never spent a night apart – for almost the first thirty years of his marriage.


As a result, I am sure, my parents always told my brother and me that they would never do that to us, never ‘land on’ us. But which one would be the first to go? How would the other cope? This was the vexed question that came up recurrently, especially after we had left home. At the time, of course, their deaths a week apart was a considerable trauma; but I now believe that to depart simultaneously, albeit prematurely, was exactly what they would both have wished.


But they have no grave for me to visit. Only once since that bleak day in 1985 have I been back to Trearddur Bay, when I took my three young sons there to join their cousins on a holiday with my brother and his family a few years later, between my two marriages. Naturally, I also took my boys to visit the headland sacred to their grandparents, of whom they have only sketchy memories. For a while my brother and I tried to place a bench carved with their names at the spot, still something of a Lovers’ Lane for the young, romantic and wind-proof. But negotiations with Gwynedd Council dragged on to the point where we eventually abandoned the idea, opting instead for an engraved bench beside the 18th green at Royal Birkdale Golf Club, of which they and we were all active members throughout my childhood, youth and (for them) beyond.


At the turn of this century, I took great satisfaction in watching on television as spectators sat, even stood, on my parents during some major tournament at Birkdale. On my increasingly rare visits to Southport, I always make a point of going to sit down on their bench and tell them the latest family news.





My grandfather Ivan does, however, have a grave, also in Southport, which I wish I could visit more often. Presumably my other grandparents do, too, though I have no idea where. My paternal grandfather, Sir George Holden (Bart, of The Firs), died at the age of forty-seven, just before the Second World War. Like his father before him, he was Mayor of Leigh, Lancashire, where my father was born and the Holdens were such grandees there is even a road named after the family and a stained-glass window in the parish church bearing the family crest.


Had I been born a few generations earlier, I would no doubt have become a cotton trader, perhaps even a mill-owner, like my Lancashire forebears. My father was always destined for a job on the Manchester Cotton Exchange, which is why (he used to say) he did little or no work at school; when he returned from the war, however, it no longer existed. Its handsome Victorian building is now the city’s Royal Exchange Theatre.


My parents married in Southport in 1940, while my father was on leave from the war. According to a local newspaper report of the occasion, the bride was ‘a member of the Southport Dramatic Club, and the local Women’s Unionist League Emergency Corps Luncheon Club. On many occasions she has appeared in cabaret and other shows on behalf of charity and has also acted in a play at the Southport Little Theatre.’ All of which sounds fun, but it’s the first I’ve heard of it.


When he returned home in 1945, my father started his working life at Automotors, the garage owned by Ivan’s wealthy friend Harry Kirby, who was shrewdly made my godfather when I materialised on 22 May 1947, my brother’s fifth birthday. Clement Attlee was the British prime minister, Harry Truman the thirty-third president of the United States; the movie of the moment was David Lean’s Great Expectations; W. H. Auden had just published The Age of Anxiety, and Broadway was hosting the premieres of Arthur Miller’s All My Sons and Eugene O’Neill’s A Moon for the Misbegotten.


I was not, of course, the birthday present my brother sought or at all wanted. Robin immediately demanded that I be sent back to the litter of kittens at our father’s garage, whence he apparently thought I had sprung. When his wish was not granted, he stuck a rusty screw up my infant nose while I lay in my pram, saying he had heard about cotton-wool ‘screws’ being deployed on the new baby’s nose.


My mother had set her heart on calling me Angela, so my gender, too, was a disappointment. Sharing the same birthday five years apart eventually had me and my brother summoning the nerve to joke that presumably our parents ‘did it’ only once a year – which they took with remarkably good humour.


So my father was a Lancastrian, my mother a Yorkshirewoman, born in Leeds while her father played for the local football team. She had married well, or so she thought – into a titled family complete with crest and motto, fabled up north as Lancashire cotton millionaires.


Until the war. My father returned in 1945 to see The Firs, the mansion in Leigh in which he had grown up, being sold off; it became a maternity hospital for many years, and has since been converted into flats. His older brother George, who inherited the family baronetcy, had squandered whatever remained while his brothers went off to war. Relations were strained; at family occasions, usually weddings or funerals, we kept to the other end of the room; my brother and I were not encouraged to talk to this particular set of cousins. Sir George became a commercial traveller, reduced to living in a caravan on a farmyard in Yorkshire. Once a year, when the tabloid diaries had a slow day, we would come down to breakfast to find my mother fuming. ‘John,’ she’d be protesting, ‘they’ve done it again! Look at the Express: “The baronet who lives in a pig sty”!’


It is a highly unlikely but amply documented fact that in 1838 the future Emperor Napoleon III, in exile as Prince Louis-Napoleon, chose to live in Southport – on its main artery; a long, straight boulevard, arcaded, canopied and tree-lined, called Lord Street. On his return to France as emperor in 1851, Napoleon summoned his chief planner Baron Haussmann and instructed him to design Paris along the lines of Southport – its parks as well as its elegant main boulevard, with which he remained much impressed. So, if Edinburgh is (for different reasons) sometimes called ‘the Athens of the North’, Southport should clearly be called ‘the Paris of the North’. Or, in truth, Paris should be called ‘the Southport of the South’.
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Another unlikely resident was the American writer Nathaniel Hawthorne, who chose to live in Southport in 1856–57 (post-The Scarlet Letter) while serving as US consul to Liverpool; given his wife’s fragile health, the sea air was ‘refreshing and exhilarating’. Among his visitors was Herman Melville, with whom Hawthorne sat smoking a cigar in Southport’s sand dunes discussing Hawthorne’s conclusion that ‘Southport is as stupid a place as ever I lived in… I cannot but bewail my ill-fortune to have been compelled to spend these many months on these barren sands, when almost every other square yard of England contains something that would have been historically or poetically interesting.’


Anyone born in Southport is called a ‘Sandgrounder’. I have never understood why, let alone the word’s derivation. But the label always gave me a proprietorial feeling about the place. In my childhood I was absurdly proud of it; and I suppose, in an expat sort of way, I still am. I am certainly a proud Lancastrian and indeed Northerner.


In Birkdale we lived up the sedate end of town, where life revolved around the golf club. Birthplace of the historian A. J. P. Taylor, the village boasted a tobacconist owned by the hangman Albert Pierrepoint. The vicar of our local church, St James’s, was Marcus Morris, founder of the Eagle comic, which gave the world Dan Dare, Harris Tweed and Luck of the Legion. It had improbably grown out of a parish magazine, for which Morris enlisted contributors from C. S. Lewis to Harold Macmillan; but his most important recruit, as things turned out, was the Eagle’s cartoonist Frank Hampson.


The Eagle was a bit upmarket for me; I was more of a Beano boy, devoted to Dennis the Menace and Roger the Dodger. Otherwise, as yet, conformity was very much the watchword. Cavalry-twilled and sports-jacketed, we youngsters would giggle at the adult etiquette but never dare breach it. To qualify as a fully-fledged grown-up, you had to be able to beat your parents at golf.


My closest childhood friend was Christopher Taylor, son of my godmother Pam, known all his life as ‘Kiffy’ – my infant fault, I fear – and the choice of bike rides confronting us each day was daunting. There were the sandhills, the beach, the swimming baths, the pier and the fairground to choose from, not to mention the seedy downtown coffee bar where there just might be some maiden prepared to hold hands. It rarely, as yet, came to much more than that. Southport girls – in those days, anyway – were very properly brought up.


There’s many a Lancashire music-hall joke about the breadth of Southport beach, the invisibility of the shallow sea. To me, that was the glory of the place; you could get lost, be out of sight of anyone, even when a rare summer heatwave filled the foreshore with fetid cars and ice-cream vans, braces and knotted handkerchiefs. Southport’s pier, with its model train carrying tourists to the café and amusement arcade at its end, was the second-longest in Britain (at 1,211 yards yielding only, and with no little northern angst, to the world’s longest pier in Southend-on-Sea). Blackpool Tower was visible across the Ribble estuary, a cautionary reminder to nose-in-air locals of how low Southport might have sunk. To us youngsters, it was a symbol of our thrilling annual excursion to Blackpool Illuminations, locally known as ‘The Lights’, and the quintessentially Lancashire comedian Al Read (or, later, Ken Dodd) at the Winter Gardens.


If, like me, you were sent away to boarding school at an early age, all such memories are inevitably filtered through the rose-tinted mind’s eye of one perpetual holiday. In my mid-teens it was the early Beatles era, and there was an unforgettable week when the entire Brian Epstein stable packed us in every night at the Southport Odeon. En route to one of those shows, Kiffy and I even found ourselves sitting at the table next to the Beatles in a nearby diner – and, despite ourselves, staring at them to the point where John Lennon, with a friendly grin, placed his menu on the glass partition between the tables, to block our view.


We knew then, I guess, that we would later distort geography – not to mention socio-economic verities – by boasting that we’d grown up on Merseyside during those heady days. Like our contemporaries we even formed our own pop group; after a one-night stand at St James’s parish hall, with Kiffy on bass being mobbed by toddlers, we broke up because we couldn’t agree on a name. Neil was an expert lead guitarist, and Pete a solid drummer, while I handled rhythm guitar and vocals. At first we called ourselves The Scorpions, a pale imitation of The Beatles; but my colleagues rejected my suggestion of Us Lot – which seems to me, in retrospect, rather pleasingly ahead of its time.


On reflection, it was more because it was no use we middle class Southport kids trying to be anything other than what we really were. We still drank our gins and tonics, but some of us weren’t playing golf so much; we were coming home from university rather than school, and our thoughts were already turning south.


For the first few years of my life, my father had been working at a wire-mesh factory in Manchester, whither he commuted each day by train from Southport. Even in single digits, I got the distinct impression that he was not very happy there; and I know he hated the commuting.


One of my grandfather’s friends in Southport was a former footballer called James Fay, who had risen from the ranks of Oldham Athletic to become a co-founder, then secretary, then chairman of the Players’ Union. He ran it from his thriving sports shop on Southport’s Hoghton Street. In 1953, as I turned six, the shop mysteriously passed into the ownership of my father, who soon added toys and managed it for the rest of his life. I now suspect Ivan must have bought it for him.


Ivan’s involvement was certainly evident that summer, when Southport stood agog as the newly refurbished shop was formally opened by the two most famous English footballers alive, Stanley Matthews and Billy Wright. So now, only weeks after the famous ‘Matthews Cup Final’ of 1953, the great man was shaking my little hand and asking if I too planned to be a footballer like my grandpa. ‘Oh yes, Mr Matthews,’ I cooed, thrilled by the approving nod from Ivan over the great man’s shoulder.


But none of this shaped my goals or aspirations in life, insofar as you think about such things before your teens. There was barely a book in the house; my parents owned a few vinyl LPs: highlights from South Pacific, My Fair Lady, The Pajama Game. Good choices all, for which I retain a residual fondness, but…


Unknown to any of us, my future was being shaped invisibly by my grandfather, who would take me with him each Saturday to the press box at Liverpool or Everton, Manchester United or City. To keep me quiet, at the age of eight, nine, ten and beyond, his kindly colleagues would feed me sweets. Many were soon to die in the 1958 Manchester United air crash in Munich, which Ivan was spared only because he had a bout of ’flu. He himself would give me pencil and paper to keep count of the game’s fouls, corner-kicks and other such vital statistics. It was a wonderful afternoon out, especially the thrill of listening to him dictate his match report within minutes of the final whistle. But much more important, and even more of a thrill in football’s pre-‘stats’ era, was seeing my numbers in print in the very next day’s edition of the Sunday Times. There now seems to me no doubt, though it would take me years to realise it, that this is one of the main reasons I too eventually became a journalist.


At the time, of course, I was determined to be a professional footballer. Ivan naturally loved the idea, regardless of my (lack of) talent, but my parents somehow didn’t seem so keen. This was a rather lowly ambition for the son of middle-class pillars of the petit bourgeoisie. Their idea of a proper job was lawyer, doctor or accountant; even the civil service, perhaps in faraway London, was occasionally mentioned with a frisson of excitement.


For now, extra-curricular treats were topped by visits to such big names as Arthur Askey or Tommy Cooper at Southport’s art-deco Garrick Theatre. My hero of the moment was the cowboy actor Roy Rogers, of whom my bedroom boasted a dramatic giant cutout depicting the great man waving his Stetson astride his rearing horse Trigger.


My mother, who had trained as a secretary, acted as amanuensis to her father, who never learned to type. She was chronically asthmatic, so we couldn’t have any pets. A ferocious knitter, she also made a handsome tapestry of Frans Hals’ Laughing Cavalier, which hung framed in the hall. The sitting room was a riot of decorative horseshoes and Toby jugs. Saturday evenings spelt the treat of going ‘into town’ to eat out, often at the buttery bar of the Prince of Wales Hotel, then Southport’s equivalent of the Ritz, for the ultimate luxury of smoked salmon.


As my brother entered his teens, our indulgent father built a log cabin behind the house for him (and later me) to host Saturday night hops. In time we even gave ‘pajama parties’ – which, while beyond thrilling at the time, were not quite as risqué as they might sound.


My grandfather Ivan was inexplicably devoted to budgerigars – president, no less, of the Southport Budgerigar Society – and fondly appointed me honorary secretary of the aviary my father built him behind the garage. Once a year, at the least, this same Hon. Sec. would carelessly leave the entrance door open, with the result that a neighbour would soon be phoning to say that all the street’s trees were swarming with budgies – which my father and brother, and to a lesser extent my young, mortified self, were obliged to risk life and limb to recapture.
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Ivan also loved fly-fishing, heading north every summer to the Perthshire estate of my godfather, his pal Harry Kirby, where they would pull many a plump salmon or trout from the Tay. Back in Southport he also developed a soft spot for the theatrical art of wrestling, after its arrival on TV, and would often take me with him to super-hammy bouts in the Town Hall. Most afternoons, near the pub where he would sink his lunchtime pint or two, he would go Crown Green bowling with pals his own age, and regularly took me along.


At home, to my mother’s chagrin, Ivan’s chronic indigestion obliged her to cook him a separate meal, which he would eat on a tray in front of the TV, where the non-sporting fare was not always to his liking. ‘They’re being paid for this, you know,’ he would complain just as you were beginning to warm to some new act on Sunday Night at the London Palladium. His supper-tray lived in that corner of the sitting room, so it would often go flying when football was on TV, as his left leg instinctively lurched out for a shot on goal.


Ivan’s corner of the room, where he was always half-listening to whatever else was going on, was a perpetual source of memorable one-liners. There was, for instance, the day my mother was inspecting my teenage appearance before I went out on a date with a girl of whom she didn’t altogether approve.


‘So are you in love with this girl, or what?’ she asked with some irritation.


‘I’m not sure yet,’ was all I could think of to reply.


‘You’ll know when you fall in love, lad,’ came the voice from the corner. ‘It’s worse than arthritis.’


Then there was the day my mother was smartening me up to send me off to tea with a girl she did approve of, whose father was the chairman of the Manchester Ship Canal – much more in line with her aspirations for me. As she straightened my tie, and tut-tutted about the length of my hair, the voice from the corner proclaimed: ‘Don’t let her mother get your knees under the table, lad, or you’re doomed!’


Every morning at breakfast, my mother would read out the horoscope from the daily paper, which soon proved utterly pointless when I realised that it applied to everyone at the table. My brother and I were both born on 22 May, our grandfather on 15 June, my mother 16 June, my father 18 June – all Gemini.


Besides, my horoscope gave me no warning of the domestic drama which was to unfold in the summer of 1953, soon after my sixth birthday, while we were on a fortnight’s holiday in the North Wales seaside resort of Aberdovey (these days, Aberdyfi) – most of it, of course, in driving rain.


The caravan park was in the sand dunes beside the ample beach, whence my brother and I would rarely stray throughout the trip. Each afternoon we would head off to the nearby jetty for what became, for me, the most exciting daily feature of the holiday: fishing for crabs. We would walk halfway down the jetty, to where the accessible water was deepest, tie a worm on a weighted piece of string, lower it into the sea, and compete to see who could haul up the fattest, juiciest crab – purely for the excitement of the challenge.


Whether it was the weight of an especially fat crab I rather doubt, but one evening I was pulling so hard on my trusty piece of string that the wooden barrier on which I was leaning gave way, pitching me straight into the choppy ocean, fully clothed and barely able to swim. Only later did I discover that Aberdovey was known for its treacherous riptides, particularly at that time of year. As my brother watched helplessly, I was being swept out to sea, to a certain death by drowning.


Robin set off over the dunes to the caravan where our parents were preparing our nightly campfire meal, oblivious to the offshore drama engulfing their younger son. Back on the jetty, a middle-aged man at its end must have noticed my head bobbing helplessly up and down, for he abandoned his companion to dive straight in – also, of course, fully-clothed – and swim to the rescue of this forlorn little tyke.


After he reached me, this noble stranger dragged me back to shore in expert style; we were both floundering on the sand exhausted, like a pair of beached whales, by the time my distraught parents arrived, panting, on the scene. An ambulance was summoned, and I was taken off to hospital to have the seawater pumped out of my stomach. After lengthy deliberation, my parents then went out to buy a box of Cadbury’s Milk Tray, sought out this same stranger on the beach and presented it to him as a reward for saving the life of their beloved younger son – who never even learned his name.


So that’s it, I have thought ever since: my life is valued at a box of Milk Tray. A sanguine lesson, indeed. If it had been my decision, or one of my own sons whose life had been at stake, I like to think I’d have stretched to a bottle of champagne at the very least.


By now I had already fixed on my career path – not, after all, to my grandfather’s dismay, life as a footballer, but something of much more signal service to the world at large. Literally ‘signal’; one had to be in one’s car to benefit from this worthy’s services. Driving en famille around the north-west – usually in rainy North Wales, scene of the next, all too grim few years of my life – we often encountered these stylish figures who filled little me with awe, counting the miles until we saw another one, and I could blissfully return his greeting.


In those days, members of the Automobile Association had an AA badge affixed to the radiator grille on the front of their car. When an AA patrolman rode towards you, your badge was the signal for him to offer a respectful salute as he sped by on his trusty steed, a yellow motorbike plus sidecar packed with his essentials. From my vantage point in the back, I would dutifully return his salute. How I coveted the dashing, open-air, peripatetic life of the gallant man with the yellow trimmings! All too early, I had no doubt what I wanted to be when I grew up. I was going to be an AA man.










3 PRIVILEGED ABANDONMENT



In my early fifties, when my second wife ambushed me with a demand for a separation, I was sufficiently traumatised to seek out a shrink for the first (and, as yet, only) time in my life. For five days a week I was really paying him to be my friend, banging on about all the things I was acutely aware that my real friends had long since tired of hearing.


‘But I’ve never been dumped before!’ I wailed yet again, at some point in our third or fourth session, once I had given him my own version of my life so far.


‘Oh yes, you have,’ he replied coolly. ‘Your mother dumped you when you were eight.’


He was right, of course. My junior self couldn’t believe it then, and my senior self can barely believe it now. But my doting mother somehow gave in to my kindly but conservative father’s edict that I be sent away to school at the age of eight – to that same bleak outpost in remotest North Wales where I would wind up scattering their ashes, which he had himself attended as a boy, and which my brother was now leaving just as I arrived.


They wanted the best for me, of course, but at what price? ‘Smile, though your heart is breaking,’ sang Robin, as my father reversed the car out of the drive to convey me to my doom. My grandfather waved, then turned away from his upstairs window, unable to watch. I was in floods of tears, as was my mother, which soon set off my father at the wheel of the car. The same tear-stained ritual was to be performed three times a year for the next five years – and, alas, beyond.


In February 2011 Trearddur Bay earned its fifteen minutes of fame as the unlikely setting for Prince William’s first public appearance with his fiancée Kate Middleton after the announcement of their engagement. Two summers later, after the birth of their son George, William bid farewell to his three years of RAF duties in Anglesey – ‘the Mother of Wales’ – by avowing that he would miss the place ‘terribly’. As the world lapped this up, I found myself slumped beneath a deluge of miserable memories, not just upset but angered that anyone could be so complimentary about the place. Yes, Anglesey is a beautiful island, peopled by unpretentious working souls; but Trearddur Bay once played host to a boys-only boarding school that blighted the lives of countless sons of aspirational north-western parents.


‘Privileged abandonment’ has become the vogue phrase for the plight of those children whose parents choose to send them away from home, into the care of stern-faced strangers, at the age of seven or eight – the age at which my own grandchildren were so touchingly innocent, and blissfully reliant on their parents, as to render the idea unthinkable. These days there are even self-help organisations such as Boarding School Survivors, founded by the psychotherapist Nick Duffel, whose book The Making of Them goes into toe-curling detail about the lifelong damage these places can inflict upon their hapless inmates.


You can tell a lot about Trearddur House from its school motto, ‘They Can Because They Think They Can’ – the Victorian scholar John Conington’s translation of a line from Book V of Virgil’s Aeneid, ‘Possunt, quia posse videntur’. I can quite see why its corny aspiration of self-fulfilment appealed to the school’s ferocious and undoubtedly sadistic headmaster, George Cartwright.


Thoroughly wretched throughout my five years in this bleak outpost on the edge of nowhere, I missed home acutely. I was repeatedly caned, which at that age may or may not be a form of sexual abuse; but I was not directly subjected to sexual interference. I like to think that those who know me would say I have not been left emotionally damaged to any significant degree. But there are certainly scars, less fundamental scars, of which I am only too aware.


All my life I have had an aversion to cheese. More than an aversion; I cannot stand the stuff, especially if cooked. When ordering pizzas for my teenage sons, I had to hand them over at arm’s length, as the smell of cooked cheese still makes me heave. It is not so much an allergy as a mental scar, the kind of scar these Dickensian prep schools have left on so many middle-class boys of my generation.


Trearddur House was very strict about table manners. If you spilt food down your front, you had to wear a bib for a week – humiliating, at an age as advanced as eight or nine, in front of your sniggering peers. If you didn’t sit up straight and tuck in your elbows, a rod of wood was placed across your back, so the only way you could eat was to wrap your elbows around it and desperately stretch your forearms towards the food, with back ramrod-vertical.


Every Wednesday lunch was macaroni cheese. The very look of its sludgy viscosity made me queasy; the smell made me heave. One mouthful, and I was on the point of vomiting; one swallow and I did, all over the table – the ultimate breach, as you might suspect, of table manners. Cartwright certainly thought so. The humiliating punishment was to be seized by the earlobe and dragged across the flagstone floor in front of my peers to the cat mat, where I was made to squat on the floor beside the cat and eat my plate clean, vomit and all – yes, vomit and all – every Wednesday for five years.


Throughout my life I have been obliged to explain politely to society hostesses, or jocularly to friends offering expensive cheese plates, why I cannot under any circumstances eat cheese of any kind, cooked or uncooked.


Then there was the evening in February 1959, when my neighbour at dinner told me he had heard that our hero Buddy Holly had died in a plane crash; I just had to get up and cross the dining-room in mid-meal – strictly, of course, against school rules – to pass on this traumatic news to a fellow-fan at another of the long refectory tables. Another caning offence.


Parents were allowed to visit their sons, and take them out for the weekend, once a term. These were the highlights of the school year – anticipated with day-charts that soon became hour-charts. But before you were permitted to go out with them, you had to pass an ear and fingernail inspection; the slightest speck, and the weekend was off.


The tension palpably mounted as we stood in line, desperately checking and re-checking our fingernails, poking and gouging our ears. There was just one occasion when an illicit speck beneath one of my nails somehow survived to be subjected to matron’s steely gaze. I could see my parents through the window, fresh from their three-hour drive from Southport, excitedly awaiting my emergence. Then I saw Cartwright going out to tell them I had failed the fingernail test, and so would not be forthcoming. There was much protestation, as you might expect – they were, after all, paying for this dubious privilege – before they got into their car and drove forlornly back home again. All I could do was stand watching through the window in floods of helpless tears.


Cartwright was also very keen on regular bowel movements, first thing every morning. Outside the school lavatories was a chart with every pupil’s name on it, and a space for each day of the month. Once you had performed your morning ablutions, you were obliged to put a cross against your name. Failing that, for whatever reason, you were force-fed milk of magnesia. So disgusting did I find this slimy stuff, and so humiliating the entire ritual, that I found it easier to lie. Well, how were they going to find me out?


In the mid-1950s there was a worldwide pandemic of Asian ’flu estimated to have killed at least two million people. It even reached Anglesey, where I contracted a case so acute that, after a week or two in my sickbed, I returned to the classroom to find that I couldn’t read the blackboard. The virulent infection had rendered me short-sighted for life. Condemned to wearing specs since the age of eight, I have ever since blamed that, too, on Cartwright and his wretched school.


So the summer holidays of 1956, just after I turned nine, were especially happy days for me – not least, yet again, thanks to my grandfather Ivan. When the Surrey spin bowler Jim Laker set a record that still stands, taking 19 wickets for 90 runs in England’s defeat of Australia at Old Trafford, the Daily Express ran a competition for congratulatory telegrams, the prize being a match ball signed by Laker himself. Ivan submitted an entry in my name, deploying all his journalist’s telegrammatic dexterity: ‘Laker + K for Kennington, O for Oval + KO for Australia, OK for England!’ It won, naturally, and the prize ball was soon mounted in a handsome trophy beside my bed.


When the dread day came for my return to school, the thrice-yearly tear-stained farewell ritual in our driveway preceded the all too familiar drive in sombre silence to Manchester, where my father would take me to a morning cartoon show – in the forlorn hope of cheering me up – before proceeding inexorably to the city’s Central Station, where countless other boys stood around in their uniforms and caps awaiting the train ride to Holyhead.


There came one such end of school hols when my parents were away, as my mother recuperated from an operation, so Ivan himself had to undertake the grim mission of putting me on the train at Manchester. Having always avoided the forlorn farewell-from-home ritual, he now had to see for himself the even worse spectacle of all those small boys in floods of tears, as indeed were many of their parents, as the wretched Holyhead train steamed in. Ivan couldn’t bear it – to the point where, at the last moment, he jumped onto the train with me. All the way past Chester and on across the Menai Bridge to Anglesey, he regaled my friends with stories of his buccaneering days travelling the world with the England football team as player and journalist. I had heard them all before, of course, but what did that matter when my fellow pupils were so impressed that they too forgot the misery of the moment? When we reached Holyhead Ivan gave me a hug, saw me fondly onto the school bus and, with a wave, smiled and shrugged before getting back on the train for the long ride back to Manchester, followed by the drive home to Southport, alone.


My stock at school soared; no one else could boast such a cool grandpa. And just occasionally, amid the ritual beatings, the brutal boxing, the wretched rugby and accursed crap-charts, there were better moments. It was exciting, for instance, to be selected to sing in the school choir in the Welsh Eisteddfod in Llangollen. Later, waltzing with my mother, I won the school dancing competition – only to mislay the winner’s medal, which was eventually found rusting on the school rubbish tip. Another caning.


And I made some good friends, especially a boy called Alan Ravenscroft, whose older brother John was doing his national service nearby. Occasionally a uniformed John would come and take us out, a decade or so before becoming a radio DJ and changing his name to John Peel.


Their mother, Harriet Ravenscroft, was the weekday partner (he had another for weekends) of the classical actor Sebastian Shaw. This kindly, handsome old-school gentleman had been my mother’s pin-up during the Second World War, when he played a series of suave heroes in morale-boosting movies. So she was excited beyond words – and, I suspect, rather jealous – when I was invited to spend a summer holiday with Alan at Sebastian’s home in rural Ireland.


Also a playwright, novelist and poet, Sebastian would remain a much-cherished friend until his death in 1994, in his ninetieth year. Only ten years earlier, to his own bewilderment, this veteran RSC stalwart had finally achieved global fame as Anakin Skywalker, alias the original Darth Vader in Star Wars: Return of the Jedi.


Back at school, I was not the only one who had discovered the unspeakable excitement of naked female breasts lurking in the National Geographic magazine in the school library. This was also where the unprecedented sight of a television set appeared briefly in 1960, so we could all watch the wedding of the Queen’s sister, Princess Margaret – which abruptly ended as the couple processed back down the aisle, when Cartwright snapped off the TV with a sniffy: ‘Very well, boys, the princess has married her photographer. Now back to work!’


And so it dragged on, from terrifying doses of orienteering on Holyhead Mountain to the delights of school strawberry feasts on other boys’ birthdays – highly embarrassing on my own, as my parents could not afford to lay one on. From the scary presence of venomous adders beside the playing fields, to the magical day my father somehow managed the impressive feat, in the annual cricket match against a Fathers XI, of edging a catch to his wicket-keeper son.


The one major plus in these grim years featured in my last, 1960, when my twelve-year-old self was somehow proclaimed the winner of a national essay competition for which some of us had been entered, on the theme of ‘My Favourite Street’. I had extolled the beauties of the wide, grass-fringed main street of the Cotswolds village of Broadway, where my parents had taken us for a weekend at their favourite ‘treat hotel’, the Lygon Arms. The prize involved the impossible excitement of a visit to London, staying with my mother at a hotel near Marble Arch while I received my award from the artist Hugh Casson.


It was around this time that the little swot in me expressed a wish for one of those exotic new Anglepoise lamps. Perhaps sensing that I might one day become a writer, Ivan set out to smoke enough Embassy cigarettes to get me one via the gift coupons inside each pack. And so eventually he did, musing the while that he was smoking himself to death for the sake of world literature. The lamp would ornament my desks at school, university and beyond, but eventually expired, long after he did, to be replaced by another – a sleek new stainless-steel version, which represents him above me now as I write.


My parents bequeathed me my lovingly preserved school reports, in one of which I find Cartwright inexplicably speaking of me as having ‘an eye for the ladies’. What can he have been talking about? There weren’t any women in sight – apart, perhaps, from one or two elderly cleaners – and I was still some way short of puberty, which momentous event was now scheduled to overtake me some 300 miles to the south. As I turned thirteen, it was taken for granted that I would proceed from Trearddur House to Oundle School, another all-male institution in Northamptonshire – where my brother, father and indeed paternal grandfather had been before me. Again, Robin left just before I fetched up in this second bout of exile, even further from home, in a stately little market town built around the school since its foundation in 1556.


Broken in by Trearddur House, I was not quite as miserable here, if a bit of a misfit. Thanks to its most celebrated headmaster, F. W. Sanderson, Oundle has long been known as a science school; one of its best-known old boys is the biologist Richard Dawkins. But in the twentieth century it also produced a handful who would make their mark in the arts: the poet and critic Al Alvarez; the sometime CEO of Sony, Howard Stringer; and my own contemporary, the playwright David Edgar. The answer to that extra-curricular riddle lies, as it should, in inspirational teaching.


But all that as yet lay somewhere in the distinctly uncertain future. For the first year or more, there was the ‘fagging’ – functioning as the servant (or ‘fag’) of a house prefect, who had the right to beat you if you failed to perform to his satisfaction all those antique Tom Brown’s Schooldays tasks, from getting up early to build his fire of a morning, toasting his bread on it to perfection, and cleaning up afterwards, to the same and more in the evenings. There was the rugby, which I hated from day one; small for my age, and cast against type as a supposedly plucky scrum-half, all rugger meant to me was constantly being jumped on by much bigger wing-forwards. Where my first school had put me off cheese for life, this new one performed the same service for rugby.


And then there was Corps. Where Wednesdays at Trearddur had meant macaroni cheese and all its consequences, at Oundle they held the horrors of dressing up in military uniform to square-bash in the Combined Cadet Force. Countless off-duty hours had to be spent polishing boots, webbing and cap-badges to absurd degrees of gleam before ferocious inspection on parade. ‘Monty’ himself, a.k.a. Field-Marshal Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, was somehow persuaded to perform this ritual on one of the grand annual Inspection Days – which meant standing to attention in uniform for hours in whatever weather, waiting for the great man to pass by and cast a cursory eye over you.


Later that day the whole school was back on parade in civvies, arrayed in the school’s Great Hall to hear the visiting hero deliver a lecture. Apart from Monty’s views on apartheid (pro) and homosexuality (against), this consisted of a vainglorious plug for his recently published memoirs, which he held aloft with a rallying cry I have often recalled but somehow never been tempted to use myself: ‘Some books are good books. Some books are bad books. This is a good book. I wrote it.’


I cannot now believe that my young self managed to pass a quasi-military exam – its name was Certificate A – which involved taking a Bren gun to pieces and putting it back together again. But eventually I came up with a solution. Newly installed running the school bookshop was a friendly ex-army officer named Major Tod, who was obsessed with horses. So I persuaded him that he was just the man to start a school cavalry, the Equitation Cadre, with me as his first recruit. To my delight, the authorities approved the idea – with the result that, as I had hoped, we went riding instead of rifle-ranging each Wednesday, and pony-trekking in the Lake District instead of the Corps camp everyone else had to endure at least twice during their five years at the school. One of these, square-bashing at some beyond-bleak, rain-drenched army base in Northumberland, had been more than enough for me.


In an attempt to escape rugby, I soon volunteered to become cox of my house rowing crew. Still small for my age, I appeared to be the ideal candidate, for all my short-sightedness. On my first outing all seemed to be going well until we approached a bridge. Intent on steering through it, I forgot to tell the backward-facing crew to ‘ship oars’ and so steered them beneath the bridge to the crash-crash-crash of shattering blades. Back to the rugby field.


In the classroom I found myself specialising in Latin and Greek, winding up as one of just three, then two pupils in the Classical VI (the other being Robin Soans, later a gifted actor-playwright). In my third year, as I was absorbed in the wonders of Horace, Catullus and Propertius, there arrived from Gresham’s School in Norfolk a classics master named John Harrison, newly married to the headmaster’s au pair, a blonde German beauty named Amrei. This impossibly glamorous union was to prove central to my young life, and has remained an important part of it ever since; I am godfather to the Harrisons’ daughter Lisa – the second of my six godchildren – and have for years paid summer visits to their rural cottage in north Norfolk.


Harrison also taught me Russian, which he had learned in the navy, and in which I managed to squeak an ‘O’ level. Another inspirational teacher – one of a handful who treated you as an adult, invited you to dinner and in time even offered the occasional glass of wine – was one of my housemasters. A musician called Andrew Milne, he had once played trombone in the legendary jazz band of Humphrey Lyttelton. Thanks to Andy, ‘Humph’ would occasionally bring some variant of his band to play Saturday-night ‘Coke-n-crisp’ concerts in the Great Hall. Life at Oundle rarely got much more vivid than that.


I remember exactly where I was standing in November 1963, dressed in a fetching frock and wig, about to go onstage in the house play as Mrs Dubedat in Shaw’s The Doctor’s Dilemma, when I was told that the sole performance had been cancelled because of the assassination of the young president of the United States. Thus was the stage deprived of its next Laurence Olivier.


Across town, on the very same evening, my pal David Edgar was about to go onstage as Miss Prism in The Importance of Being Earnest. This performance – unfortunately, as it turned out – was not cancelled. Intent on a dashing career as a Donald Wolfit-style actor-manager, David could not wait to hear the post-show verdict of his parents, a distinguished TV producer and actress respectively. As he greeted them excitedly, his mother’s first words were: ‘Well, it’s not going to be acting, then, is it, darling?’ To this day, a mortified David blames it all on the high-heeled shoes he had borrowed from a teacher’s wife. Soon thereafter, however, so manifest already were his other theatrical talents, Edgar was chosen as the first pupil in the school’s 400-plus-year history to direct the school play. He made the boldest of choices, not least for an all-male school: Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children. We all auditioned for the title role, and all but one (named Roland Jack) failed to secure it. I was put in charge of props – a key role in this particular play, with its crucially large wagon. The same fate befell me the following year, when we all auditioned for leading roles in John Harrison’s school production of Henry IV, Part 2; I was again put in charge of props, while my pal Soans played a dashing Hotspur.


By now I’d managed to escape rugby again by becoming a gymnast, spending hours in the school’s well-equipped gym under the expert tutelage of a barrel-chested master named Jack Hogg. I was especially intrepid on the high bar, swiftly graduating from half-swings to full-swings that look most impressive if you can get them right. Usually I could, despite high anxiety as I swirled round and around; then, inevitably perhaps, came the day when my hand slipped and I came off the bar, crashing feet-first into the mat beneath with a painful crunch. Mercifully, nothing was broken, but it turned out that I had done severe damage to my left patella tendon – in which I occasionally still feel a twinge to this day, like some superannuated war wound.


Few believe me these days when I tell this story, but my family can testify that even in middle age I used to impress them on vacation with a few nifty handsprings around the beach. Not, alas, anymore.


When you became a sixth-former, you could apply to become a school librarian, which meant nothing apart from jealous looks from your peers as you disappeared into the Tower Room, a small retreat atop the school Cloisters reserved for School Librarians only. It was cleaned by a chronic diabetic called Jack; we would avert our eyes as he injected himself with insulin before – for a percentage – taking our bets to the local bookies. On the day before our ‘A’ levels, when we were granted a day off, Robin Soans and I took ourselves off to Lingfield Park, where I won the Tote Treble for the first and last time in my life.


But the primary purpose of the Tower Room was, naturally, illicit smoking. So smug did we grow about this flagrant abuse of school rules that we cockily invited the headmaster for morning coffee once a week, making sure there were plenty of fag-ends stuffed down the armchair in which he would sit. To our surprise he was always very genial, never seeming to notice the stench of smoke in the room or the mess of ash in which he was sitting. In hindsight, of course, he knew perfectly well what was going on. We were the boys most likely to win entrance, maybe even scholarships to university, especially to Oxbridge. We were the pupils whose results would justify the school’s ever-rising fees.


Not least because of the smoking, no doubt, I never achieved the supreme accolade of being made a school prefect, whose main perk was to march in proud single file down the aisle of the chapel to signal the start of each day’s service. Restricted to the rank of house prefect, I declined to exercise my right to inflict corporal punishment, no doubt with Trearddur House in mind – to the point where I was shunned by my peers and lost such little authority as I ever managed to muster.


My amour propre was soon restored by my appointment as editor of the house magazine, in which role I found myself impressed by a poem submitted by a boy who subsequently became a renowned entrepreneur. It began:




Do you remember an inn, Miranda,


Do you remember an inn?


And the tedding and the spreading Of the straw for a bedding,


And the fleas that tease in the high Pyrenees


And the wine that tasted of tar?





That’s good, I thought. Really good. So much so that – phew! – my teenage self mustered the good sense to look it up in a dictionary of quotations. It is, of course, the work of Hilaire Belloc.


In his 2013 autobiography, An Appetite for Wonder, Richard Dawkins looks back fondly enough on his days at Oundle, but speaks of having to ‘fight off other boys’ after dark. I suffered no such trauma, not least because the girls back home in Southport were finally growing up. 1965–66 became a personal annus mirabilis, during which I was relieved of my virginity by an indulgent local lass and became the first player to score a hole-in-one at the new short 14th hole at Royal Birkdale. My playing partner, and so the witness who signed my historic card, was none other than Peter Unsworth, once Pete the drummer in our rock band, later president of the club and eventually chairman of the Royal & Ancient’s championship committee – whom I last saw on TV presenting the winner of that year’s Open tournament with his trophy.


At Oundle I also won the school golf tournament in the year that to my delight saw Harold Wilson become prime minister in Labour’s overdue election victory after thirteen years of Tory rule. At Oundle, I was in a significant minority. The derisory sneers about HP Sauce at No. 10, from the future bankers and hedge-fund managers who comprised most of my contemporaries, confirmed me as Labour for life.


Already I had heard Kenneth Tynan use the dread f-word on television, when my housemaster invited the prefects to join him in watching the risqué new TV show, That Was the Week That Was. The Swinging Sixties were well under way, though I would not really realise it – or indeed live my own version – until the 1970s. By now I had forsaken rugby, science and square-bashing for the rarefied realms of fine art, under another inspirational teacher named Arthur Mackenzie.


Himself a gifted sculptor, ‘Arty’ Mackenzie was another of the handful of benevolent masters who would invite you home to talk about the outside world, that tantalising realm awaiting us all when these grim years of strictly policed incarceration were at last over. He didn’t bother to deny that his own work was his priority, that teaching was a chore required to finance it; but it came naturally to him to treat his pupils with respect, rather than as a lower order of inmates in the asylum.


On each term’s Expedition Day, when the aspirant City boys would head off for a thrilling day out at the nearby London Brick Factory, Mackenzie would lead a charabanc-full of us arty types to London, to his beloved Tate Gallery, for a salutary fix of Turner and co. A tall, shaggy-haired figure, he would stride up the steps ahead of us, waving his arms as he extolled the delights of the Post-Impressionists, arriving at the top tout seul as his charges quietly slipped away to jump on the Tube to Soho, and the thrills of its strip clubs. As long as we were back at the Tate in time for the bus back to Oundle, preferably having glanced at a canvas or two, nothing was ever said. I suspect most artists we can think of – especially my own hero of the moment, Pablo Picasso – would have thoroughly approved.


Another such enlightened teacher was the head of English, Roy Haygarth, who played what turned out to be a pivotal role in my life when I decided I could not face four years of Latin and Greek at Oxford – rather pompously, I thought, dubbed ‘Greats’ – and would rather spend those precious few years wallowing in English literature. After a year’s crash course from Haygarth – often in his spare time, even in the school holidays at his cottage in rural Wales – I travelled to Oxford in December 1965 for my post-exam entrance interview at the ancient college of Merton, shrewdly chosen for me by persons unknown. As I climbed a spiral staircase in one of its stately towers, escorted by the relevant tutors, I felt obliged to break the tense silence with some remark, any remark, however banal. ‘Oh, what a wonderful view!’ I proclaimed feebly, as we reached one of its arrow-slit windows. ‘Yes,’ said the English tutor, John Jones, ‘on a clear day you can see Marlow.’


‘And on an even clearer day,’ harrumphed the terrifying head of Classics, R. G. C. Levens, ‘you can see Beaumont and Fletcher!’


At the top of the staircase was a visibly nervous gaggle of fellow interviewees, for many of whom it was the first time they had left home alone. For me, it was the first time in my life I had been called ‘Mr’ Holden – on notices detailing the day’s events, by the unexpectedly respectful college porters. When Levens emerged from his study for the next victim, I was sitting alone. ‘And you are…?’ he enquired.


‘Mr Holden,’ I replied.


‘Ah!’ said he with a malicious grin, ‘come in, MIS-TER Holden.’


It was a tense tussle, but English eventually won the day, the only remaining hurdle being my interview with the college Warden, an Ancient History don named Robin Harrison. As fate would have it, that day’s papers carried the news of the death of W. Somerset Maugham, whose novel Of Human Bondage I just happened to have been reading, at the suggestion of Roy Haygarth.


‘Ah, Mr Holden,’ began the Warden, consulting his notes. ‘I see that you are a Classics scholar intent on reading English.’ There was a mischievous look on his face as he looked up at me and asked: ‘So tell me your views on the late, lamented Mr Maugham.’ I was able to answer him with new-minted expertise, thus settling my immediate future for sure.


In my last year at Oundle, I failed my ‘A’ level in dreary Ancient History, while chalking up straight As in Latin, Greek and English. But my heart was really in Arthur Mackenzie’s art school, where I had now become an enthusiastic disciple of Cubism. In my London apartment still hang a lurid quasi-Picasso and a brash faux-Braque which, if you take them off the wall, are inscribed on the back: ‘A. Holden, 1965’.


As the time finally came for me to leave Oundle, and at last escape the long wilderness of my schooldays, I now knew exactly what I wanted to do. The phrase ‘gap year’ had not yet taken root, but I had made plans for the year ahead before Oxford. Back in Southport I would get a temporary job (with the building firm of my parents’ friend Noel le Mare, later to become the owner of the steeplechaser Red Rum) to finance a few months in Paris, where I had applied for – and, to my amazed delight, been granted – a summer place at an art school on la rive gauche, L’Académie de la Grande Chaumière, where Gauguin himself had been a pupil.


Yes, I was going to be a painter.
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