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What people are saying about


The Shaping of a Soul


Richard Harries’ autobiography is a deeply moving account of an extraordinary life of our times. It challenges the faithless and humbles the indolent.
Sir Simon Jenkins


If you know Richard Harries, it’s probably through listening to “Thought for the Day” on the Today programme on BBC Radio 4. This is the story behind the voice. And it’s gripping – human, humane, often humorous, frequently moving, it’s an account of the unexpected life of a remarkable man – a soldier turned priest, a bishop and a broadcaster, a husband and a father, whose private life has known profound challenges and whose public life has known all sorts of controversy. With a fascinating cast list – that includes the Queen, prelates and prime ministers – this is a compelling autobiography that is as life-enhancing as it is revealing, because through it runs the golden thread of Richard Harries’ faith.
Gyles Brandreth


Richard Harries is one of the towering figures of the Church of England in the past fifty years. In this wise, charming and challenging account of a lifetime’s service of the Church and the gospel, he observes that “the first task of a Diocesan Bishop is to appoint good people, and the second is to let them get on with it.” As one of those appointed by him, and then given space to grow and flourish – and make mistakes and be picked up – I am grateful for this book. It will help many Christian leaders reflect on their own formation and journey and the exercise of ministry. For Richard this ministry was always focussed on the world Christ came to save. His vision is expansive, generous and intellectually stimulating. And of course, it is beautifully written in simple, pithy elegant prose. Reading it will save some leaders today from focussing too much on themselves and on the institution of the Church. Full of wit and wisdom, it will lift your sights.
Stephen Cottrell, Archbishop of York


I loved The Shaping of a Soul by Richard Harries. It is searingly honest, full of intellectual and spiritual challenge, and surprisingly amusing about aspects of his life. He covers spiritual, religious, political, moral, ethical and human issues – often combined – and he makes us think about why faith matters, and indeed how it can be built up again in the modern, western world.
Julia Neuberger, Rabbi and member of the House of Lords


As a non-believer I spent 33 years on Today trying (and failing) to persuade the BBC to drop “Thought for the Day”. They refused. Richard Harries is a shining example of why they just might have been right. If there’s one justification for “Thought” it’s that it should make the listener think. That’s what Richard did. Without fail. This absorbing book of his spiritual journey and engagement with the great issues of our time does the same. It proves that he’s the greatest Archbishop of Canterbury the Anglican Church never had.
John Humphrys


And about Richard Harries
In Richard, the twentieth-century Church of England – and the twenty-first-century Church of England for the matter – has had one of its truly great and memorable figures. He is one of our greatest Christian intellectuals.
Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury


While I am agnostic about the existence of God, I am not agnostic about life after death. I am sure that belief in it is an illusion. However, if – which God forbid – I should undergo a death bed conversion, there is no Christian priest I would rather have at my bedside than Richard Harries.
Sir Antony Kenny, philosopher and former Master of Baliol









[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]


First published by Christian Alternative Books, 2024


Christian Alternative Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd.,


No. 3 East St., Alresford, Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK


office@jhpbooks.com


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.christian-alternative.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Richard Harries 2021


ISBN: 978 1 80341 162 0


978 1 80341 163 7 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022930304


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Richard Harries as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright,


Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lapiz Digital Services


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


US: Printed and bound by Thomson-Shore, 7300 West Joy Road, Dexter, MI 48130


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.









For Jo, Mark and Cilla, Clare and Sylvain, Luke, Toby, Ben and Sophie with much love









Richard Harries was serving as a soldier in Germany when he suddenly had an overwhelming sense that God was calling him to be ordained. He had virtually no religious background but, like Martin Luther, he could do no other. This is the story of a man who has engaged in some of the major issues of our time and who for fifty years has been a much loved voice on “Thought for the Day” in the Today programme. Bishop of Oxford from 1987 to 2006, he was made a Life Peer on his retirement and remains active in the House of Lords as Lord Harries of Pentregarth. In a life repeatedly taken by surprise, he tells how he is still able to retain his faith even in our present highly secular and sceptical society.
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Preface


In 1958 I was serving as a Lieutenant in the Royal Corps of Signals in the British Army of the Rhine. I was looking forward to going up to Cambridge, at the army’s expense, to do a degree in Mechanical Engineering, having managed to pass Part I of the Tripos, which in those days you had to take in addition to the equivalent of what are now A-levels. It was a good time, with plenty of sport, and much to look forward to.


By some mysterious process a few months before a thought had come into my mind: “Wouldn’t it be funny if one day you were ordained.” From time to time, it slipped quietly into my mind again and as quickly disappeared. Then another equally mysterious thought came, “Wouldn’t it be nice when I retire from the army as a General with a good pension to spend my life as a country parson.” Then, smack, bang, the words formed in my mind. “Well, if that’s what you are meant to be doing, you had better do it now.” An inner volcano exploded. Like Martin Luther I could do no other.


It was very strange. No clergyman had ever been a role model. In fact, just the opposite. The chaplain at my prep school struck me as a weed. The chaplain at Wellington College, where I was at school was genial but I did not know him and he did not spiritually attract me. There were no clergy in my family. Moreover, I had no experience of ordinary church life as a member of a congregation. My family had not gone to Church when I was young. I can indeed remember the one solitary time we did go when I was a teenager. The Vicar of the neighbouring village of Stoke d’Abernon had a reputation as a good preacher, so my parents decided to go one Sunday to hear him and took me with them. I found the sermon an unbearable piece of ham acting. So there was absolutely nothing about the clergy or church life to attract me, and I had no experience at all of parish life. I certainly wouldn’t even be put forward for a selection conference these days.


That dramatic inner explosion, coming out of the blue, has been the most formative experience of my life. The only other that compares with it is falling in love with the girl who is my wife and proposing to her four days later. That was the beginning of a life taken by surprise.


This is not a straightforward biography. As my title, The Shaping of a Soul, indicates, I want to understand the main influences on my life and explore why I believe what I believe and why, so far as anyone can know, why I am who I am. As mentioned, I came from a background in which religion played no significant place to find myself out of the blue taken hold of by what I believed was the call of God. I want to trace a path through the experiences of my life and its intellectual challenges to where I am now, still a person of faith but living in a cultural milieu which is highly secular and dominated by those whom Schleiermacher in the nineteenth century described as the “cultured despisers” of religion. How does my faith stand now in such a different intellectual environment? Why am I still gripped by the Christian faith when so many decent people are either indifferent or highly sceptical?


I use the word soul in a Hebrew sense to indicate the whole person. I do not just mean what the philosopher Gilbert Ryle termed a box within a box within a box. However, I do believe that everyone has a spiritual orientation and destiny and that is why I use the word soul. As this is a book which seeks to express gratitude to those who have influenced me for good by their life or writings, it is also a work of pietas. The older I get the more conscious I am that I have met so many wonderful people. The American intellectual Susan Sontag once described herself as a great admirer. So am I, and in a world beset by cynicism I am happy to be someone who tries to appreciate people and the world around me. I claim no credit for this, of course. It must be due to the way I was brought up. Especially I would like to express my gratitude for those whose prayers and kindness have helped shape me, wonderful friends, not least those who have sadly died, and above all my wife, Jo, and family to whom the book is dedicated.









Theologians may puzzle their heads about dogmas as they will, the religion of gratitude cannot mislead us. Of that we are sure, and gratitude is the handmaid to hope, and hope the harbinger of faith. I look abroad upon nature, I think of the best part of our species, I lean upon my friends, and I meditate upon the scriptures, especially the Gospel of St John, and my creed rises up of itself, with the ease of an exhalation, yet a fabric of adamant.
(William Wordsworth, Letter to Sir George Beaumont, 28 May 1825)


We bless thee for our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life; but above all, for thine inestimable love in the redemption of the world by our Lord Jesus Christ; for the means of grace and for the hope of glory.
(Prayer of General Thanksgiving, Book of Common Prayer)


The drawing of this love and the voice of this calling.
(The Cloud of Unknowing, quoted by T.S. Eliot in Little Gidding)


I tell my story for love of your love
(St Augustine, Confessions, Book XI (1))


I make my prayer through our Lord Jesus Christ your Son. By him you sought us when we were not seeking you. But you sought us that we should seek you.
(Book X)









Chapter 1


The matrix


1936–41


Freud said that he who is the favourite of his mother goes through life with the sense of a conqueror. I don’t think I have ever had the sense of being a conqueror, nor did I think of myself as the favourite, but I obviously did know myself as deeply wanted. My mother, a warm, friendly person who liked babies, clearly bonded with me – and there is surely no greater gift a child can receive than to experience that bond from a parent or parental figure. She was a strong-willed person and as I and my sister, Linda, grew up our wills often came into conflict with hers and this was not perhaps the aspect of mothering she was best at handling. But as a baby, and as an infant too young to answer back, her warm physical mothering was what any baby needs more than anything else.


My mother’s family lived at Rowberry in Donnington St Mary, Dorset, where her father, my grandfather, was the village doctor. One day he left his wife and went off with the Vicar’s daughter, who was helping to look after the children to set up a new medical practice in another part of the country. He left a pregnant wife and 6 children. My grandmother refused to divorce him and his name was never mentioned. I never met him and I knew absolutely nothing about him until I was an adult. The 6 children, the last baby having died, all rallied round their mother and were solicitous of her welfare for the rest of her life, but it clearly left a deep scar in her and the whole family. She had been a good-looking women when young but I suspect became rather bitter. I remember an incident when she was looking after my sister and myself when my parents were abroad. We children happily played all day on the beach obviously oblivious of the fact she might have some needs of her own, because one evening she exploded at supper and told us we were not considering her feelings at all. Some years after she died, I had a strange, disturbing experience of her soul, as it were, fluttering to keep alive before it disappeared and perished everlastingly. As I have changed my views on eternal salvation, I do not believe that dream reflected the truth.


One effect of my grandfather leaving was that there was never a great deal of money around. No doubt this was one reason why my mother was sent to school in a convent in Belgium. It was, I suspect, from the nuns, of whom she spoke fondly, that something of the faith got into her.


My mother was a very practical woman and did much of the painting and decoration herself, at least until she could persuade me to do it. This fitted in with her frugal nature, and as a child we never stayed in hotels or ate out at restaurants. She was notorious for making a single cigarette last a couple of days, taking a puff or two and then snipping it off and saving it. Her brothers and sisters, the Bathurst Browns, were decent people who enjoyed the simple pleasures of life like golf and beer.


On my father’s side my grandfather was born and brought up at Glanmyddyfi, a small farm on the outskirts of Llandeilo, Carmarthenshire, where he later ran an ironmongers and early cycle shop. It was obviously successful for the family lived in the old vicarage, now an old people’s home. Although Welsh was his first language, he brought up my father to speak English and make his way in an English speaking empire. I never heard my father speak Welsh. My grandfather retired to New Quay, Ceredigion, where his wife, my grandmother, came from, and they lived at 2, Pentregarth. She died before I really knew her but my grandfather was a vivid character who invented useful household devices in his workshop.


Because we moved around as a child, and because my parents were abroad for some years, New Quay was an element of continuity in my life. It was where I always went for holidays and why despite being thoroughly anglicised, I think of myself as Welsh. This also has something to do with the way Welsh people really seem to enjoy the company of children. In contrast to the English for whom the main requirement too often is that they conform and behave, the Welsh welcome children. Certainly I was always made to feel warmly welcome. This was no doubt helped by the fact that when you visited someone they gave you a little present, usually money or chocolate, and when you left at the end of the holidays, again there was another present of money. I write more fully about my Welsh roots in the next chapter.


My father made a very different life for himself compared with that in either Llandeilo or New Quay. After Sandhurst he was commissioned in the Welsh Regiment and then had the foresight to transfer to the Royal Corps of Signals when it was formed in the early 1920s. He was a man who liked everything in life structured and well ordered. I find myself the same. It shows in little things like wanting the bread sliced neatly and the dishwasher loaded with everything in its proper place. Fathers in those days were not hands-on parents, besides which he was away abroad for much of the time. Nor was ours a family which encouraged any real discussion on intimate matters, so I cannot say I was close to my father but certainly when I was making my way in life, from Sandhurst onwards, we got on well and he was always very supportive and interested in what I was doing. In mid-life, when he was on a tour of duty in the far East, he obviously went through some kind of crisis. He had been both overweight and a heavy smoker. He gave up cigarettes and went on diets. He also started being interested in religion, reading people like Ouspensky and Gurdjieff, and eventually going to church. But as my mother said, for the first twenty years she knew him she could not get him near a church even for Christmas day. Although holding a senior military rank he was a considerate man, known for his courtesy to everyone. When he retired as Commandant at Catterick with nine regiments under his command, he joined John Lewis as Superintendent of Personnel. But he had to begin by serving six months on the shop floor. It did not seem to bother him in the least.


I am grateful for the love of both my parents, especially for the physical warmth of my mother and for my father’s steadfastness and courtesy. I have been blessed with a fine brother, Charles, an engineer with a skilled hand and eye who has pursued his artistic work despite having MS and Linda who has brought up a flourishing family and is a very supportive sister. I wish our home had been one with more culture, especially music, in it. It would also have been enriched by more conversation about things which matter, and a more questioning approach to life. But I did receive the most essential gift of all which was the stability provided by the love and support of my parents. Because they were abroad a lot and I was sent away to school, their absence left its mark but this did not take away from the early firm foundation or the later strong support.
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My parents, Bill and Greta.









Chapter 2


Stars and stripes


1941–4


When war broke out my mother, sister, Linda, and I moved down to New Quay, to what my mother called her funk hole. As my father was then stationed at Woolwich, an obvious target for bombs, and we lived nearby at Eltham, it made sense. My father was then posted to France but was switched at the last moment to go to Washington to liaise between the Royal Signals, and the US signal corps especially in relation to the purchase and use of signal equipment. The rest of the family followed sailing from Liverpool on 25 August 1941 on SS Modessa, a commandeered orange cargo boat. We went by taxi from New Quay. I was terribly car sick but very impressed by the long tunnel under the Mersey. It was a time when ships were being sunk every week in mid Atlantic by German U boats, with thousands of lives lost. To avoid this, we sailed as part of a large convoy via Iceland and Greenland, taking more than three weeks, not arriving until 17 September. I gather we kept our life jackets on all the time.


In Washington we lived at 2843 Chesapeake Street, an attractive white shutter board house with our spacious tan Buick parked outside. I went to the large local school, where we were reminded one day by the presence of a tank parked on the playground that there was a war on. Chocolate milk was available in the break but my mother thought that ordinary milk was good enough. But it was a happy time, and the warmth and generosity of the American people meant that I have never shared the knee jerk anti-Americanism that has characterised so much European thought in recent years. I remember especially the vivid colours at Christmas time, bright red with sparkling lights; the sounds of cicadas in the evening at the British Embassy, and the chatter of a cocktail party at home after we children had gone to bed. We lived opposite a large American High School, and we could see pupils “Canoodling”, as my mother called it, in the bushes. Many of them arrived at school by car. It all seemed rather advanced by British standards.


I do not remember any churchgoing, though there may have been a single attendance at a Sunday School at some point. Of more significance was the racial divide. Our house was on the border of a large run-down black district, and I would stare fascinated at life over the boundary, especially the capacity of men to gob tobacco twenty or thirty yards. I made friends with a black girl who wanted to give me a kitten, but my parents disapproved. We had a black servant, Lena, and my sister and I experienced some distaste at the way my parents talked about her. They were not overtly racist but had imbibed the attitudes of their culture and class. There is enough innocence in a child to sense this and find it uncomfortable.


According to accounts, I arrived back in England in February 1944 as a bright, attractive child with a strong American accent. Our first base was in Cobham, where my grandmother lived at Longridge, Fairmile Lane, and where over the years when my parents were in England, we rented various houses or flats in Cobham. Although my grandmother had an air raid shelter in the garden, we huddled in a cupboard under the stairs as first V1 rockets and then V2s, hit London. Meanwhile there was always New Quay for holidays.









Chapter 3


A bit of Yorkshire


1944–6


It remains a mystery how we landed in Huddersfield, there being no army base nearby that I was aware of. But whatever the reason, we were soon billeted on the Broadbents who, as part of the war effort, agreed to share their house with a military family. Both sides went into the arrangement with some trepidation, my family being very South of England and military, the Broadbents very Yorkshire and business. But my mother and Molly Broadbent got on wonderfully well, and it was the start of a lifetime relationship between the two families. Molly became the godmother of my brother, Charles, who was born in 1945, and when my parents were posted to Singapore I happily stayed with the Broadbents. There were some compensations for the absence of my parents, an attic full of beautifully made lead soldiers, a high quality bow and arrows with its target on the lawn, succulent fruit falling in prodigious quantities from the pear tree and a warm no nonsense mother substitute. Saturday was my day and I could choose what to do. So I collected fish and chips from the local shop in Marsh for lunch, went to watch Huddersfield Town play football in the afternoon and then on to the pictures. One long lasting attachment has been to the football team and the result of the Saturday match is something I look out for eagerly. Huddersfield Town, known then simply as “the town” but later as “the terriers” had been a great team before the War. They won the equivalent of the Premiership three years running, a feat equalled, but not beaten, by Manchester United. After the war they struggled to avoid relegation and dropping from division after another. Then after fifty years they finally climbed back into the Premiership only to drop again two seasons later. Loyal support for Huddersfield Town, with its faded glory, has been a good training for life in the Church of England! Also as talk about football is now about the one common argot, it is a useful bond with so many.


The Broadents had a “works” which during the war made miniature submarines and afterwards washing machines. At home there was roomy comfort and a total lack of pretentiousness. A vivid image is of Molly Broadbent with her ample arms deep in the kitchen sink doing the washing up with a Craven A drooping out of her mouth. The only concessions to luxury were an Alvis in the garage, later changed for a Rolls, two large Airedale dogs and the annual holiday in Scarborough. Brian Broadbent’s passion was stamp collecting, so when he returned from work and had finished his supper, he got out his collection and poured over it through his rimless glasses. On Christmas Day when I woke up there was not only a stocking full of gifts but £5 worth of fireworks beside it – a very large amount of money in those days and not something that would have been spent by my careful and less well-off parents. The Christmas period was enlivened by the hilarious stories of Jennifer (later Aebishcher) doing a holiday postal round.


I started at St David’s Prep school, walking there past gaunt granite walls to the sound of clanking mills. It was, I think, quite a good little school but the start was traumatic. All the other members of the class were writing away in script and I was still doing block capitals. My handwriting, largely self-taught, has never recovered. I was, however, a reader. The house contained rows of sea stories by Percy F. Westerman.


Church and religion played no part in my time there, though I was glad to learn later that one of my heroes, Owen Chadwick, served his title in Huddersfield before going off to be Chaplain at Wellington College.


Though my time in Huddersfield was short, I am glad that the West Riding has as a result always been part of me. The connection has been kept up not only by support of Huddersfield’s football team, but by an Honorary Doctorate from the excellent Huddersfield University. I was glad to be able to confirm Harold Wilson’s granddaughters in Oxford and deliver a lecture in his honour as well as, later, an anniversary memorial sermon for him and a tribute at the one for Mary.


At some point I realised that my father had been posted to Singapore and my mother, sister and newly born brother, Charles, would go with him, leaving me alone for three years. And in those days there were no flights for children to see their parents in the holidays. I prayed desperately that they would not have to go. To no avail. So I have an early memory of praying. How did that happen? I think my mother must have taught me to say a child’s simple prayer. Although not a churchgoer she had, as mentioned, been sent to a Roman Catholic convent in Belgium and I think something of the faith of the nuns must have rubbed off on her, and from her onto me. So, it seems to me, faith often gets into people before they are aware of it, and the philosophical arguments about it arise later as they become more conscious of it and are at the same time, challenged by some aspect of experience. The prayer did not bring about what I wanted, for my parents duly left me for three years. So whatever the basis of my religion, it is not founded on prayer bringing about what I most wanted. A few times later in life I have prayed for something, eminently good, with equal ardour and desperation, and again then I have had to resign myself to nothing changing for the better, at least in the world of tangible events. Reflection in later years has led me to recognise the real autonomy which God has given to creation in all its aspects. This has forced me to acknowledge that there is a strict limit to what God might do in the way of “interfering” with the regular laws of nature without frustrating his primary purpose. The impersonality of the forces of nature provide an ordered structure on the basis of which we plan for the future and this is an essential condition for the bringing into being of rational minds.
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Receiving an honorary doctorate at Huddersfield University, with Bob Cryan, Vice-Chancellor, and Patrick Stewart, Chancellor









Chapter 4


Welsh roots


As mentioned, we had a number of different homes and my parents were abroad leaving me in England for two long periods. Because of this and the fact that New Quay was where I always went for the longer holidays it has been a place of continuity in my life and one to which I look back for my roots. By education and upbringing, I am thoroughly anglicised and am therefore rather a bogus Welshman but I say I would rather be a bogus Welshman than an authentic Englishman and you cannot be more Welsh than that! And although Jo is very English, we are both passionate supporters of Wales at rugby, and not just through the years when they had such great teams. Dylan Thomas lived in Talsarn, just outside New Quay, from 1941–3 and then in New Quay itself from 1944–5 where he drank heavily in the Black Lion. I have never doubted that the main source of inspiration for Under Milkwood, which was mainly written before he moved to Laugherne, was New Quay and the detailed research of David N. Thomas has substantiated this through a whole range of detail. My childhood memories of New Quay just before and after World War II have all the atmosphere of the play.2


It is New Quay in 1939. The child lay in bed listening to the noises of the night. Wind made the trees restless and gusts agitated the leaves. Bark scraped against bark. Birds and animals and unknown, un-nameable sounds could be heard. It was a little frightening, anxiety-making. Anxiety was in the air for war had been declared and in anticipation of the bombing my mother had left Eltham, a part of London likely to be bombed, to flee West. Perhaps it was the disquiet of the time that made me particularly protective towards our young puppy. I didn’t like it when adults were cross about its little puddles.


My Welsh grandfather, Arthur, had retired from Llandeilo to live in New Quay where his wife, Margaret, came from, and whose family had lived in the village for more than 200 years. He lived alone in No 2 Pentregarth, Margaret having died in 1944. When he retired to New Quay, he told his friends in Llandeilo he would come back often to see them but so settled did they become in New Quay he never did in fact make the 30-mile journey back. My parents had number 3 Pentregarth, one of five small, attached cottages.


Grandpa was a well-built, handsome man, with a strong jaw and nose. “One for the ladies”, so it was said, though no doubt his ardent non-conformist piety kept him in check most of the time. Certainly, he was sociable and liked to go down to the village to sit on the Green “clonking” i.e., chatting people up. He also liked to do good and his favourite way was through one of his inventions. Much of the time he spent in his little garage opposite No 2 making things. He was famous for his washing machines. These consisted of two baking dishes, one slightly smaller than the other, with holes punched in them and screwed together and fastened on the end of a pole, long or short, with a handle on the end. When clothes were put in a tub the handle was pushed up and down, soapy water gushed in and out of the holes and the general agitation of the clothes washed any dirt away. In short there was a great deal of movement with little expenditure of energy and, above all, the hands were kept dry. These were much in demand. Also useful was a wire bent in such a way as to open windows normally out of reach. Grandpa never threw anything away. Every piece of string or screw was neatly kept in some container on his work bench.


His living habits were similarly economical. It is said that he refused the State Pension on principle and lived on £1 a week from his savings. His diet was invariable: a rice pudding cooked in the stove by the coal fire in the kitchen, bread, cheese, an occasional boiled egg and real coffee.


Talking to a distant cousin of my father, Willie Harries, at Glanmyddyfi, the family farm outside Llandeilo about my grandfather, he said he had been the leader of the “split” – a word in which we have summed up the whole fissiparous history of Welsh non-conformity. In other words, a leading member of the congregation has a row with the minister and ups and offs with half the congregation to build a new chapel nearby. There were many chapels in New Quay and Grandpa settled into the Tabernacle which I attended on one occasion. The minister seemed to take the whole service, including the prayers, with two sermons, one allegedly for children, and the congregation with no vocal part at all except for the reading of the lessons. I can still hear in my mind the reading of the Prologue to St John’s Gospel. “In the beginning was the word,” there was then as long a pause as I have ever heard in church before the reader continued, “and the word was with God.” Similar powerful pauses punctuated the whole reading.


In Grandpa’s bathroom were piles of old copies of the Readers’ Digest and he himself liked to give guidance to the young in a similar crisp style. Grandpa built a seat for people exhausted by the very steep hill on the way up to Pentregarth. On it he wrote “Rest and be thankful”. That seat now has a memorial plaque on it to him, a fitting symbol of his practical piety.


Rubbish in those days was collected in a large wooden cart drawn by a horse. Milk, however, was delivered in a motorised vehicle by two ladies in their 20s. I can still feel their warm smiles and cheerful daily greeting. And this is the abiding memory of New Quay in the 1940s – friendliness to children in the shops, on the streets and from our various great aunts, uncles, cousins, second cousins and so on. The people of New Quay genuinely liked and enjoyed children.


New Quay is a key part of my life. As mentioned, it was where I always went for summer holidays and some others. It was where we took our children, and where our children took their children. It has wonderful sandy safe beaches for children and great cliff walks. When I used to stand on the cliffs and look down the coast to Ynys Lochtyn by Llangranog and Cardigan Island, I always used to say to myself, “The best view in Europe and nobody knows about it.” Now they do know and it has become a favourite for walkers.


The beaches are where I spent much of my childhood, especially the mile of sand known as Traethgwyn. I like to imagine Dylan Thomas walking back home along the beach from the Black Lion leaving a little of his literary spirit to fall on my child’s head. T.S. Eliot used to holiday at the house of his Chairman, Geoffrey Faber, just a few miles inland. There is a photo of him on a beach that I recognise as Traethgwyn, and I like to imagine, even more, something of his spirit falling on me.


When I became a life peer, the Garter King of Arms told me that I would have to have a Nomen dignitatum. Initially I chose “of Ceinewydd” but due to the pressure of my wife I went back to him and got it changed to Pentregarth. People often ask me where it is as they cannot find it on a map, which is not surprising as it is a row of cottages.


In recent years there has been a great deal of discussion about identity. There has also been a growing recognition that we have multiple identities. I regard myself as Christian by religion, Welsh by nationality, British by citizenship and European by culture. So the Welsh strain is only one element, but it is very much there. In 2021, aged 84, I made a resolution to learn Welsh, which, so far, I do every day on Duolingo – a small act of reparation for the loss of the language in my family. Now when I wake up in New Quay and go out of the front door to breathe in the fresh air and the smell of Buddleia and hear the sound of birds, I think of the Reverend Eli Jenkins of Under Milkwood and the prayer he uttered at his front door for those who lived their lives under Milk Wood, to the God he knows will be the first “to see our best side, not our worst”.


[image: image]


With grandson Toby, looking south from New Quay to Ynys Lochtyn and Cardigan Island: ‘The best view in Europe’.









Chapter 5


Marbles and conkers


1945–9


Haileybury and Imperial Service College, Junior School, in the immediate post-war years could well be likened to the prep school described in Evelyn Waugh’s Decline and Fall. The masters, for one reason or another, were clearly not fit for military service. The blotched and reddened hands and face of one clearly revealed his alcoholic tendencies, the dark shadow and multiple cuts on the face of another, his inability to control his razor, let alone unruly boys.


As I left for school and said goodbye to my mother she started to cry. Clearly I had to act the man, so held back my own tears in order to comfort her. It was a realistic strategy for adjusting to the new environment. Hold back your tears and get on with it. That’s what we all had to do, there being no alternative. Division into gangs was a feature of the school, with some minor torturing of new boys, but nothing excessive. There was no real cruelty in the school, and in the light of what has later been revealed about so many schools at that time, no sexual abuse that I was aware of. The senior boy in my dormitory once called me over to sleep beside him on his bed for a while. Nothing happened other than feeling somewhat embarrassed. The worst aspects were the food and the cold. The winter of 1946/7 was the worst for three centuries and there were widespread food shortages. In the main hall area where we spent a great deal of time there was one small stove round which we huddled if we could. The regular stew with its scraggy, fatty meat and barley literally made me feel sick just to look at it. There were, however, two table delights not often encountered later in life. One was bread and dripping. This was the congealed residue of fat and gravy from the Sunday joint and was a great food for hungry boys. The other was the potatoes that came with the Sunday joint. None of your lightly roasted ones with little fat on them. These were at once well roasted and so squishy that when you pushed them a small geyser of oil spouted up.


It was not a deliberately cruel or perverse regime, nevertheless the ultimate deterrent for indiscipline was caning. We slept in dormitories, and when we were all in bed the headmaster used to come in carrying his cane. The miscreant had to bend over the back of his bed and was caned on the bottom four or six times according to the seriousness of the offence. The headmaster was an ex-golf and hockey blue with strong arms and wrists so it made an impact. I was once part of a riot in my dormitory when we started to throw toothbrushes and so on into some poor boy’s pot. I was duly beaten and for months at home had to make sure no one saw the brown weals in case someone asked what they were for.


I can’t remember learning anything in the classroom but the pleasures of the playground remain in my mind still. Marbles were our main amusement. Marbles with beautiful colours inside them were highly prized and still the sight of one seems to me like the gold of Ophir. They could be small or large, their value in the game depending both on the size and the elegance of the coloured swirls inside. In contrast to the valuable marbles with their magical twists of colour there were the ordinary bottle green ones which counted for only one. Games with marbles took two forms. In one there was a circle in the dust with marbles placed inside by each of the players. The object was to throw a marble from outside in order to hit one inside and knock it out of the circle. In the other game one player threw their marble and the other person threw theirs after it in order to hit it. A marble of the value of five, for example, had to be hit five times before it was lost or won.


In the autumn marbles was replaced by conkers, now frowned on by health and safety regulators but a source of great delight to us. Each conker was on a string and the object was to swing one’s own in such a way as to hit the other person’s conker and break it. Conkers that survived had a value according to the number of other conkers it had destroyed. Subtle ways were found of hardening conkers, including baking them so that they could accumulate great value.


Diversions from marbles and conkers were provided by modelling and flying balsa wood gliders, the wealthier boys being able to afford gliders with long wingspans. Also a regular sport was horses and riders, one boy being carried on the shoulders of another. Two horses charged at one another with the riders trying to pull the other off. More sedately, sometimes we played bowls on the lawn under the large Cedar tree.


Sport was a high priority and the source of much enjoyment. I was a stylish bat and went in number one for the school, but had a propensity for getting out for a duck. At rugby I fared rather better, being a smallish, bouncy scrum half. I loved flinging myself forward as I threw the ball from the back of the scrum to the fly half. Once I even threw myself so vigorously into a scrummage that I received an egg sized bump on my forehead.


Outside it was mainly cricket we followed, a great time of success for the England team with star players like Hutton, Washbrook, Edrich and Dennis Compton whose well brushed shiny hair was familiar to the whole country through the Brylcreem advertisement he appeared in. My favourite was Hutton, and my loyalties divided between Yorkshire and Surrey.


In Huddersfield I had passed a grade or two on the piano, with lessons from Molly Broadbent. Lessons at school were taken by a mistress and it was regarded as a rather sissy thing to do, so I managed to avoid ever having one during my first term. In my first holidays before she had gone abroad to join my father, I told her I wanted to give up music. I vividly remember the scene at my grandmother’s house, with her at one end of the room and me at the other. “You will regret this to your dying day,” she said; which I have.


On Sundays we were walked to church in Windsor. The building was all monuments and flags, and the service a choral Mattins. All of great cultural, historical and patriotic significance no doubt but it did nothing for me religiously. The school, whose address was Clewer Manor, was close by the Clewer Sisters, the religious order that I became Visitor of when I was Bishop of Oxford. They offered a rather different version of Anglicanism but we did not experience it. The school had a chaplain, a slight, thin man with glasses whom I’m afraid we thought of as rather a weed, to use the jargon of the day.


We were cold, the food was not good and the institution was emotionally bleak. But we took comfort from one another. We might even form families with one boy designated as father, another as mother and one as their child. We formed friendships and enjoyed the rough playground activities we did together.


After my first term, when my mother left to join my father in Singapore, it must have felt particularly bleak for me, because I spent the whole term in the san or sanitorium. First I went down with chicken pox and then measles. But I had all the joy of reading a Biggles book a day, exciting stories about a World War I fighter ace. The book shelves in the main hall were lined with heavy volumes by G.A. Henty, which my father encouraged me to read. But I never did. Biggles stories were the ones for me.


At breakfast in the dining room the headmaster and his wife sat at the head of one table. We boys were fascinated by his coffee percolator, watching the water rise up and then fall through the grains into the glass container below. One day at breakfast he called me over. “I’m afraid we are going to have to look for a new scrum half next season,” he said. He wanted me to know I had passed the Common Entrance exam for Wellington.


So we see a boy learning to put up with things, developing a capacity to endure, but also with a capacity for fun and friendship in a rather bleak environment and a delight in lighthearted play.
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