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Preface

I have been writing this memoir for several years in odd moments between other writing projects. The initial motive was to satisfy the curiosity of my grandchildren, when they are quite a bit older, about Grandad John. I would have been very interested if my own grandparents and parents had left something of the same sort, and I imagine that almost anyone at some stage in their life would like to know more about their forebears. But as I got into it I have found this journey down memory lane to be a thoroughly enjoyable experience in itself — except of course for some very painful memories also encountered on the way. Producing most of it has been made easy by the diaries and letters and other documents lying in a large trunk in the attic, so that much of the book has virtually written itself.

Having spent half my working life in the USA I tend to use both American and British spelling indiscriminately and have not tried to make it consistent throughout. Because of its original orientation to the family and a few friends the result is less formal and probably more frank than it might otherwise have been. However I have avoided any uncharitable revelations while retaining honest, if sometimes critical, judgments of the work of others in the same field. Despite all its faults I hope that the result may be of interest to some of those who have read one or more of my books and would like to know (as I often do with books that I read) a little more about the author.

John Hick 20 January 2003



1

A shipping family

Usually it is only noble or notable families that have a family tree going back before the registration of births, deaths and marriages in England in 1837. The Hicks have never been either noble or notable but because they lived continuously in the same small town, Scarborough, we have a tree going back to a John Hick (1699–1780) who married Ann Thornton (1700–79) and which now (2002) covers nine generations. Beginning in 1685, and increasing considerably during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Scarborough was quite an important port for ocean-going vessels and until the advent of iron ships beginning in the 1820s wooden ships were still being built on the foreshore at Scarborough.1 Muster Rolls of ships were compulsory from 1786. The first Hick ship on these lists, though not the first to sail, was the Plough, built in Scarborough in 1786 and owned and captained by a James Hick. (This was a brigantine, others being barques or snows2 and, from 1878, steamships). The Scarborough firm that built most of their wooden ships was Tindalls and we get a glimpse of the economics of the industry from the brigantine Providence Success, 212 tons, 84 foot long, owned and captained by Walter Pantland senior, which was built by Tindalls in 1796 for £1200 (‘hull only’) – the equivalent of £60,000 or up to twice that today.3. In 1787 ‘there belonged to the port of Scarborough 33,400 tons of shipping, the prime cost of which was £450,000; the number of seamen was 1,500’.4

As early as the third generation that we know anything about some of the Hicks seem to have been doing quite well. At any rate if we assume that the magnificent grandfather clock, with the ship which rocks with each swing of the pendulum, made about 1800, was originally bought by Thomas Hick (son of John Hick and Mary Hawson) – which would account for its coming down to Cousin Mercia, who left it to me – Thomas must have been fairly prosperous. There is also a scale model of the Mary Hick, a sailing barque of 430 tons, built in Sunderland in 1856, owned by P. Hick, Sr, P. Hick, Jr and Thomas Hick, which went down off Santa Anna in the Gulf of Mexico in September 1879.

The ships normally had two or more joint owners, and between 1775 and 1913 ninety-one were owned or part-owned by Hicks.5 (This includes four fishing vessels of 30–40 tons, perhaps small trawlers of the kind that were still sailing from Scarborough when I was a boy.) Sailing in those days was obviously a dangerous occupation, for forty-seven of the ninety-one ships were lost at sea – in the Atlantic, the North Sea, the Mediterranean, the Baltic, the Bosphorus, off North and South America, and as far away as Tasmania, three going down with all hands. The best way that I have found of getting a sense of what it must have been like to be in charge of an oceangoing sailing ship is from C.S. Forester’s Hornblower novels, for example, Hornblower and the Hotspur, where there are detailed descriptions of how the captain used the various different sails in changing weather conditions. However after steam ships came in none of the Hick ships were lost. Their steamers included the Dale line, named after eight Yorkshire dales. These would be ‘tramp steamers’ carrying cargoes all over the globe.

The only ship for which I have some voyage accounts is the steamer Lockton, 757 tons, 123 horse power, registered in 1882 and owned by James Bailey Hick. It seems that the ship cost £21,250 to build. Its first voyage was from 1 December 1882 to 23 January 1883, carrying 1408 tons of coal at 6s 6d a ton from Sunderland to St Nazaire, and then 1508 tons of iron ore at 10s a ton from Bilbao to Middlesborough, at a total cost for the voyage of £1232-7-0, with a profit (‘balance due to steamer’) of £348-7-0. Most voyages made a profit though a few made a loss. Subsequent voyages made profits of £607, £232, and £259, with a ‘balance due to J.B. Hick’ in 1883 of £45-2-11, in 1884 of £764-15-0, and in 1885 of £794-9-9. (For today’s value one has to multiply by between 50 and 100.) The ship was sold in 1889 to James Knott and renamed the SS African Prince. There is a letter of October 1891 from James Knott to Albert Edwin Hick, in his capacity as a solicitor, in which Knott is explaining the poor performance of the ship in the African trade. First, she was detained on the coast so that a voyage that should have taken three months took four and a half with running expenses of £12 a day. And then

the new Master in whose charge I had placed her made a complete mess of the whole voyage and completely ruined all the arrangements I had made ... It appears ... that he was troubled with a religious mania and I must admit that in all the course of my experience I never heard of such a performance as he has made with the African Prince ...

There is also some information, though not financial, about another steamer, Wydale. She was an iron schooner-rigged steamship, built in South Shields by John Redhead & Co. in 1881, owned by Pantland Hick Jr, captained by B.W.Hick, and carrying Lloyd’s highest rating of 100 A1. However in 1884 she collided off the Isle of Wight with a small sailing vessel whose crew of two were both drowned. A Board of Trade inquiry blamed the captain of the Wydale for sailing too fast and his certificate was suspended for three months. In 1887, more happily, he was able to rescue the crew of a large sinking American schooner, the Baymore. In 1887, Pantland Hick sold the ship to a Glasgow firm, and in 1900 she was sold again to a Spanish firm. Finally, she ran aground off Burniston, near Scarborough, and became a total wreck.6

Interesting information about some of the ships comes from cousin Mercia Bell (who died in 1996) in a letter to grandson Jonathan when in 1995 he was doing a school project on ships:

After Captain Cook’s discoveries [Cook sailed from Whitby, near Scarborough] in the New World in the latter part of the 18th century the need for merchant ships expanded and a great many of the [Scarborough] townsmen became ship-owners. Some were well established before the Hicks, but the distinction of the Hick family was that it managed to go on the longest. Before the end of the 19th century it was the only family to own a deep-sea fleet based on Scarborough. For that reason it became, for the period, of great importance to the town, providing opportunities for seafaring jobs and a living for traders in marine requirements ...

Pantland Hick Junior was running the firm for the last 30 or more years of the century, until he died in 1900. Times had changed and the harbour was no longer suitable for the ever larger vessels. The Hick steamers [the Dale line] were sold [the last in 1905] and Scarborough was no longer a ship owning port.

The sea-faring Hicks were however remembered with pride and gratitude for many years. When my [Mercia Bell’s] grandfather, Burlinson Walker Hick, died in 1917 no fewer than ten former captains of Hick ships presented themselves at the cemetery to escort him to his rest.

In another letter cousin Mercia says that when her mother was married at St Mary’s [Scarborough] in 1905

every ship in the harbour below was decorated, as her ancestors, the Herberts and the Hicks, had been ship-owners, Master Mariners and Harbour Commissioners for so long.

It had always been the case that most Scarborough ship-owners had been to sea first and owned ships later. Scarborough was a small town until the railway came in the 1840s and it often happened that there were marriages between ship-owning families [Walker, Tindall, Hick, Herbert, Hawson, etc.]. It was no wonder when sons of such marriages wanted to go to sea. If they did, they went to sea at the age of 14, so that they could become master mariners by the time they were 21. Your [Jonathan’s] great-greatgrandfather, Edwin Hick, had five brothers who went to sea very young and became Master Mariners. These were Thomas, Pantland Junior, James, Burlinson Walker Hick, and William.

Another cousin, Sylvia Spooner, provides some information about Thomas, the eldest, who was her grandfather. He was a master mariner and seems to have owned some ships, and in 1859 he was sent by a London company of which he was a shareholder to transport mining machinery to a mine in the Northampton district of Western Australia, in which silver and lead had been discovered. But after waiting almost two years in vain for further orders about the machinery it was off-loaded and left on the beach, where apparently some large pieces can still be seen. Later he lived in London and became a Ship and Insurance Broker, and in 1877 was given the Freedom of the City of London.

Continuing with Mercia’s information,

It was Pantland Hick Junior who came ashore to take over after his father, Pantland Hick Senior, who had earlier taken over from his father Thomas, who had built up the ship-owning business in the first part of the 19th century. In spite of the dangers of sailing ships, some intrepid young wives accompanied their husbands on long voyages. Mary Herbert was one of them and James Hick’s wife another. Sometimes, in the sailing vessels, it took a matter of years rather than months to sail right round the world (as they sometimes did) delivering and picking up cargoes from place to place as they went. Mary had her first child, my uncle Herbert Hick, born at sea half way between Chittagong and Colombo in 1873. They were then in ‘Syringa’, which was still only a wooden ship [and was wrecked off Maryland, USA, in 1887].

The ‘Mercia’ turned out to be a rather special ship. She was a fast one and could, in good conditions, rival the speed of the famous tea-clippers. On one run, south of Cape Leewin, she achieved 1,198 miles in four days, an average of nearly 300 miles a day. She was the last foreign-going Scarborough sailing ship. My grandfather and grandmother, little Herbert Hick, the Mate, the crew, the hens, the sheep, the cargo and a clever dog, all sailed the high seas in ‘Mercia’. . which was known in her high hey-day as the Pride of Scarborough. . (There is a framed photo of a painting of the ‘Mercia’)

The Hick ships do not seem to have had many adventures, but in his young days as Master of ‘Syringa’ B.W. Hick was once cast ashore on an almost deserted island in the Dutch East Indies and had a long row to Batavia to get help to pull the ship off. On another occasion he rescued the crew of a German ship, including the Master’s wife and baby, in the south Pacific. He was presented with a bulldog but got no other reward. In 1882 Admiral Beresford intended to bombard Alexandria, where there were anti-foreign riots. He requested that British ships in the vicinity should go to convey the British citizens to safety. Both James Hick and B.W. Hick were on their way to the Black Sea at the time and both diverted their ships to the rescue.

On the back of the oil painting of Concord, built in 1830, a snow of 224 tons, 54 foot long, with a crew of 10, it is recorded that when in 1845 she was captained by Thomas Hick, aged twenty-one, on his first voyage a Finnish whaler circled the ship and an old whale hand shouted ‘That whale means mischief.’ It did, for it charged and stove in the ship’s side and the crew had to abandon it in strong seas and were rescued by another ship.

Sylvia Spooner relays two more stories which she had heard from Mercia.

In the early 19th century a Hick ship was sailing into the Tyne at the time of a flood and saw a wooden cradle floating out to sea. Inside there was a baby, a girl. They fed her through the spout of a teapot until they tied up and she was united with her parents. Subsequently her parents brought her as a young girl to thank the Captain Hick who had saved her life.

The other story sounds legendary though it may not be: ‘During the Napoleonic wars a French ship appeared in Scarborough Bay. No naval vessels being in sight a Hick ship left harbour to chase her. She turned and fled. Subsequently came a message to say she would not fire on a Hick ship.’ (There was a Hick flag, which can be seen on the picture of the Mercia.) Yet another story from Mercia is that at some point during the Napoleonic wars a Hick ship was in a French port and the captain was interned but escaped disguised as a servant of a family who were travelling by coach out of France, and so eventually got home.

Although the first recorded Hick vessel was the Mary, a small boat of 40 tons and a crew of three, owned in 1775 by John Hick, and there were others continuously since then, the family business only really began to flourish at the end of the Napoleonic wars7 and was at its height through the second half of the nineteenth century. Pantland (1803–1887) was a master mariner and owner of four ships in 1851 and was part-owner of the Mary Hick, whose model still sails on in a glass case. He retired ashore at the age of forty-one and became a town councillor, a President of Trinity House (a home for retired seamen), a President of the Merchant Seamen’s Hospital, a member of the Harbour Commission, a Director and Trustee of the Savings Bank and a Director of the Scarborough Gas Company; while his brother Thomas owned seven ships; and his brother Michael, a master mariner, owned two ships and was part-owner and master of another; and a JP. Pantland married Mary Burlinson Walker, who owned twenty-one ships, so that two ship-owning families were united. They had eleven children, of whom two died in infancy. Of the seven sons, Thomas was a master mariner; Pantland junior (of whom there is a fine photo in his mayor’s robe, skilfully touched up by an artist) was a master mariner, and a JP and alderman and mayor of Scarborough in 1883–4; James was a master mariner; Burlinson Walker, also a master mariner (referred to in Mercia’s letter above), was owner and master of the Mercia. Between them they owned the Dale line of steamships. Until 1900 Pantland Hick was still running the business from an office in Scarborough, with a branch office in Cardiff run by his brother William, and two other brothers had shipping agencies in Liverpool and London.

In a note added to his list of the ships Captain Sydney Smith (a retired Hick captain) says

Hicks kept in the outer harbour at Scarborough a pontoon upon which vessels could be placed at high water. It was then allowed to ground at low water and the sluices opened so that it emptied itself of water. The sluices were then closed and the pontoon floated with the vessel upright upon it, the last vessels to use it being the barques ‘Coral Isle’ [built 1861] and ‘Olive Branch’ [built 1868]. This enabled the bottom to be painted and underwater repair work done. I cannot find the date it was disposed of.

The old wooden chest currently in the conservatory is part of the shipping story. Apparently it is a late George III period walnut brass-bound cellarette converted to a travelling box and made about 1830. There was a note inside the lid by my mother, Aileen:

Leeds, August 1987. ‘Old Richardson’, as he was always known to us, was one of the first people Mark took me to see when we were first married [in 1917]. He lived in one of the Sailors’ Cottages on the way to the harbour, and had always sailed in one of the Hick ships and had sailed all his life. It seemed to me then that he was an old man, and he often came to see us. I think that Mark saw that he was well looked after. One day he arrived carrying this box, and told me that it had been all round the world with him, and that everything he had was kept in this box and that he would like it to stay with the Hicks and that he would like to give it to me. (I hope I was suitably impressed.) [My wife] Hazel always liked it, and I want her to have it. It must be very dirty. I think I kept coal in it - but have always used it and valued it. So here it is for Hazel with my love, and certainly with old Richardson’s regards. Aileen.

And then there is another piece of paper on which she has added, ‘In the night that I had written this, a man came to me in a dream and said, “You are wrong about old Richardson – he lived in a Seamans’ Dwelling, nothing to do with a cottage at all.” So awake, I was wrong, and asleep I was right.’ I (John) also remember being taken to visit old Richardson when I was a child but I can remember nothing about him except that he was a friendly old man.

The only one of the brothers in my grandfather’s generation who did not go into shipping was my grandfather himself, Albert Edwin (1846–1900), who became a solicitor, setting up on his own in Scarborough at the age of twenty-three or four. Later he took a younger partner and the firm when I knew it was Hick & Hands, a small provincial firm in a Dickensian gas-lit office doing mostly rather unexciting work such as conveyancing and probate. Albert Edwin was Deputy-Coroner for Scarborough, president of the Scarborough Hospital, a trustee of the South Cliff Congregational Church, president of the Mechanics and Literary Institute, treasurer of the Band of Hope Union – he was a keen teetotaller – was a Liberal-Unionist (‘though he took no very active part, and was highly esteemed by both parties’), was connected with the Scarborough Amateur Rowing Club, and owned a farm at Staintonedale and was also part-owner of two of the fishing vessels that came at the tail end of the shipping business after all, the rest were larger ships no longer based in Scarborough.

Edwin and Maria had two sons, my father Mark and his brother Norman. I have a very dim memory of Granny Maria, who died when I was four, as a Queen Victoria-like figure sitting in state in the loggia at Athol House (Fulford Road, South Cliff, Scarborough). When she died in 1926 she left the house to her two sons. Mark evidently bought Norman’s share and we lived there all the time whilst I was growing up. Norman was trained as an architect but, I think, hardly ever practiced. I believe that he designed the Hutton Buscel post office, and apart from that only a cottage which he had built to give to a couple when they retired after serving Norman and his wife Marjorie for many years – a decent thing to do which was entirely in keeping with his character as I remember it. He and Marjorie lived in a lovely old house in Hutton Buscel, near Scarborough – the house had once been an inn, and the story is that some of Cromwell’s troops were billeted there on their way to besiege Scarborough castle.

Edwin died at the age of only fifty-four of a heart attack after visiting his farm, finding that some stakes had not been driven into the ground that should have been, and doing it himself. He died in the train on the way back to Scarborough. He was described by the Coroner, who had known him for over thirty years, as ‘one of the most honourable of men, and one who had ever had the best interests of the town at heart.’ I know that his son Mark, who was only twenty when Edwin died, always remembered him with great admiration and affection.

On my dining room wall I have a group photo of the Hicks of my grandfather’s generation, taken probably in the 1880s or ’90s; also a photo portrait of one of them, Pantland, in his mayor’s robe, and one of another, William, also in some official robe. The group photo is an excellent piece of photography, well arranged and very clear. This is from the time when they were the leading shipping family in Scarborough. The first word that comes to my mind in looking at them is solidity. They are men most of whom have been at sea for many years, have faced dangers and hardships, and who have been successful in life. They look to me like a group of ancestors of whom one can be proud. William has a big moustache and a scowl, but all the others look relaxed and kindly, and well contented with life.

On my mother’s side her mother, Lucy Hirst, was a Cocker before her marriage. The story of the Cocker family, spreading over Yorkshire, Van Dieman’s Land, Melbourne, British Columbia, Mexico, Tonga and Michigan, has been well traced by cousin (the Venerable) Mark Dalby.8 It is an interesting story, but I cannot recount it here. The only individual among them whom I want to mention is the first academic in the family, the Rev. Benjamin Cocker who became professor of philosophy at the University of Michigan and published several books, including Christianity and Greek Philosophy (1870), Lectures on the Truth of the Christian Tradition (1872) and The Students Handbook of Philosophy (1881). I have sampled some bits and would say – if I can without impertinence about an ancestor – that they were good in their time but of no intrinsic interest today. (Perhaps in another hundred years, if any of my own books are referred to, it will be in much the same terms.) The other academic on the Cocker-Hirst side was uncle Eddy, Edward Wales Hirst, of whom more later.

NOTES

1. See James Buckley, The Outport of Scarborough 1602–1853, apparently printed privately, presumably in Scarborough, no date.

2. A brigantine was a two-masted vessel with square rigged foremast and fore-and-aft rigged mainmast. A barque had its aftermost mast fore and-aft rigged and its other (usually two) masts square-rigged. And a snow was ‘a small sailing-vessel resembling a brig, carrying a main and foremast and a supplementary trysail mast close behind the mainmast; formerly employed as a warship’.

3. For the figure of £60,000 I have multiplied by 50, the figure used by Roy Jenkins in his Gladstone (1995), p. 149. However the historian Hugh McLeod believes that the figure should be more like 100. See extended note in chap. 2.

4. Joseph Brogden Baker, The History of Scarborough, London: Longmans, Green, 1882, p. 370.

5. The list was made by Captain Sydney Smith, who was Deputy Harbour Master at Scarborough and Senior Warden of the Scarborough Trinity House.

6. Scarborough Evening News, 25 October 1974.

7. James Buckley, The Outport of Scarborough, p. 104.

8. Mark Dalby, The Cocker Connection, London & New York: Regency Press, 1989.
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Childhood, schools and family

My earliest datable memory is of being told at the age of two that I now had a sister, Shirley. I don’t recall that this was then of any interest to me. This was at 7 Westbourne Grove in Scarborough. When I was four we moved into Athol House, which was then large and with a decent sized garden. But at the end of the 1939–45 war Mark and Aileen divided it into two and sold one half. Later they also sold most of the remaining garden for a bungalow to be built. All this presumably to support their finances – which prompts me to speculate a little about those finances.

Mark’s father, Albert Edwin the solicitor, married Maria Day, daughter of a successful woollen mill owner in Dewsbury, said to have been a hard business man though he also contributed generously to the building of a new Congregational church in Dewsbury. There is a letter dated 22 November 1881 from Edwin in Scarborough to his wife Maria who was in Dewsbury visiting her mother, telling Maria the contents of her father’s will, he having recently died and the solicitor administering it apparently being in Scarborough. He left between £50,000 and £60,000 (the former being the equivalent today of either two and a half or five million, the latter either three or six million, depending on whether one multiplies by 50 or 1001) to Maria and her two brothers in equal shares. So Maria may have inherited the equivalent, on the lower total of £50,000, of either £750,000 or £1.5 million, and on the higher figure of £60,000, either £1 or £2 million – or in each case somewhere between, but nearer the higher figure. I speculate that her wealth made it possible for Edwin to do so much in the way of public service in the town rather than spend all his time cultivating the law practice. Maria lived in Athol House after her husband’s early death, dying herself at the age of seventy-six when, I presume, she left her two sons half her estate each, amounting on the 1881 multiple, to between £350,000 and £800,000 on the lower figure, or between £500,000 and £1 million on the higher one. However, I don’t know by what to multiply from 1926, when Maria died. Nor do I know whether whatever sum she inherited was either increased or eroded during her lifetime. But whatever the amount of his own inheritance, I speculate that it will have made it easier for my father Mark also, who would probably have increased his inheritance on the stock market, to pursue his real interest, which was tennis, at the expense of his work as a solicitor. But more about that later.

We seemed to be a well enough off middle class family, employing a cook and a maid, an occasional handyman, at one time a nanny and later a tutor. However in 1939 some big investment in the east, I think in rubber, failed and there was an economising regime as a result. I don’t know whether this was a major financial disaster for Mark or only a set back, but probably the former. He had – like many of his generation – no pension scheme and was, I think, living on capital during his last years. When he died in 1962 Aileen was left owning Athol House (half the original house) but not much more. There was however an assortment of smallish family Trusts from which Aileen received the income during her life. (My sister) Shirley put a lot of effort into forcing the almost criminally inefficient family solicitor to dig these out and account for them, and quite enjoyed harassing and threatening him on behalf of us all, to good effect. At Aileen’s death in 1988 Pem, Shirley and I each received, if I remember rightly, some three or four thousands pounds. (I was by then fairly well off and passed my share on to my children, Ele, Mark and Pete).

Returning to childhood in Athol House, my main memory is of the three of us playing endless enthralling games in the nursery, which was a large room on the second floor. We had a lot of bricks – ordinary builder’s bricks – and lots of toy soldiers and other lead figures, and built towns and castles illuminated with flashlight bulbs strung together on long wires attached at one end to a battery. We would play happily for hours on end, though of course with occasional quarrels and fights as well. There were also many happy hours spent playing on the sands and amongst the rocks and pools at Children’s Corner in the south bay, with occasional ice creams and also donkey rides and Punch-and-Judy shows on the foreshore and paddle boats on the mere. The family hired each summer one among the rows of wooden ‘bungalows’ on the sloping south bay cliff facing the sea, consisting of a small room and a minute kitchen, with space in front for deck chairs, where we spent a lot of time each summer. My memory is of long, sunny warm days, but I’m not sure that the weather can really have been as good as I remember it.

One early memory is of the Christmas atmosphere which seemed magical. I remember looking down through a window after dark at the Salvation Army band grouped round a lamp post (the street lamps then being gas and lit by hand); and feeling the present-filled stocking in the early morning and then going to sleep again until it was light; and the Christmas tree with its small red candles clipped onto the branches and lit with magical effect – much more romantic although much less safe than today’s coloured electric bulbs. I would say that my pre-prep-school childhood and school holidays were very happy, the same being true of Pem and Shirley.

Pem (Pentland), two years older than me, has had an unusual career involving early experiments in butterfly farming (before the 1939–45 war selling to the then numerous collectors of exotic foreign butterflies was still a viable small-scale business), later cinema and theatre ownership, and then a spectacular entrepreneurial success in creating Flamingo Park, a zoo near Malton in Yorkshire. In 1960 car ownership was rapidly increasing and his idea, which proved correct, was that people would be looking for places in the countryside to visit. In addition to hundreds of private cars, dozens of charabancs brought visitors from all over Yorkshire. His wife, Nora, ran the restaurants and bars which also proved highly profitable. She later wrote an account of the whole Flamingo Park episode.2 Pem’s basic plan was to build up a successful business and then sell it at a large profit. But in selling the Zoo he was badly cheated, and has been doing a variety of other things since and now lives in Italy, so that we communicate mainly by email.

Shirley, two years younger than me, has also had an interesting and sometimes remarkable career. She trained as a social worker in child-care, specialising in fostering and adoption and later serving as a Guardian ad Litem in the juvenile courts. She has also developed an expertise in play therapy for problem children in schools. She married Norman Leak when he was Tutor at Westminster College, Cambridge, and then a Presbyterian minister, serving the church in various ways as youth secretary, editor of the denominational journal and minister of various congregations, eventually retiring early through ill health. But Shirley’s physical fitness puts us all to shame. When she was seventy one she won the silver medal in her age group at the World Triathlon Championship in Mexico; and has long been and still is a keen golfer. She has an enviable gift for enjoying life in all its details to the full. I have been much closer to her than to Pem, with shared holidays, visits and long phone conversations.

Returning to my own story, prep school, today’s primary school but up to at least thirteen, was awful. The private school that I went to, Lisvane, just round the corner from Athol House, had some good but some very bad aspects. On the good side, I made several true friends, BP (Brian Parker), Hutch, Wood, Monty Motum – the characters along with J in the gang stories which I told to the children when they were very young. I have remained in touch with BP ever since and we last met for a delightful day together in Scarborough when I was there with some of the family for a hotel weekend. Hutch also was a close friend, though I lost touch with him sometime after the war and he was, I believe, killed in a plane crash sometime in the 1950s. At Lisvane he and I once made a pact which required us to be celibate and not to drink alcohol, on pain of the lapsed party paying the other a fine of one guinea!

At Lisvane I enjoyed being a Cub and then a Scout. But the school was owned and run by a man who turned out to be mentally unbalanced and ended up in prison for impersonating an army colonel. He looked the part, as an imposing military-type figure who successfully fooled the parents. But there was a lot of bullying of the boys by the staff themselves, including the head. This was not the sexual abuse that we hear so much about these days, nor being physically assaulted, but more a matter of being shouted at and intimidated, although there were also canings – quite common and accepted in schools in those days – and I came in for that once. I don’t now remember a lot of detail, but I do remember once being made by one of the masters to wear a wicker waste-paper basket over my head and stand in a large cupboard; and since I still remember it this must have had an effect on me. But as this was our only experience of school life we all took the bullying for granted as normal and did not even think of complaining to our parents. It is not mentioned in the very brief entries in my Charles Lette’s School-Boy’s Diaries. Today such treatment would quickly become known and treated as criminal child abuse. One unfortunate Lisvane boy was reduced to a nervous wreck and spent years under psychiatric treatment.

From the bits of diary when I was twelve I find that I had some good but more bad days at Lisvane, but with no details; that I read H.G.Wells’ An Outline History of the World; that I kept an exact account of my income and expenditure (the amounts seldom exceeding 6d), and had measles, an operation to remove tonsils, a camping holiday, an air-gun, and a small printing set on which, amongst other things, I printed a paper against fox-hunting.

As a child I was painfully shy. As a teenager not much less so. Basically I probably still am to some extent although it is covered over by the adult persona. However I had a natural bent for what I later learned was philosophy. I remember the relief at turning sixteen because it seemed less precocious to be reading the kinds of book that I was reading. This would probably not be precocious today when the young seem to grow up much quicker than two generations ago. I have no diary for age sixteen, but at seventeen I was reading Nietzsche, particularly Zarathustra, which I thought (rightly I think) to be a truly great work, being stirred particularly by Nietzsche’s splendid independence of mind; and Leibniz, particularly the Monadology which I found fascinating, Mill’s Utilitarianism, and was also interested in Schopenhauer, A.N.Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World, Freud’s Totem and Tabu, Russell’s The Problems of Philosophy, and was thrilled by C.E.M. Joad’s Guide to Philosophy. It was a revelation to read about Plato, Descartes, Locke, Berkeley and Hume, and above all Kant. From my diary,

I wonder whether thinking is necessary. I think it is for some people and not for others. It is for me! (July 1939)

Bought for 1/- a fairly good copy of Thomas Hardy’s Under the Greenwood Tree ... I now have a vast gold mine of literature. I am surrounded in my bedroom by some of the best books in the world. Good books should cost nothing. They are beyond price (July 1939).

Another book that I loved was Lin Yutang’s The Necessity of Living, about Chinese wisdom for life. My then Me was obviously a bit of a bookish nerd.

Around this time I was put in touch with Uncle Eddy, Edward Wales Hirst, Aileen’s uncle. He was then retired, but had been a Lecturer in Christian Ethics at Manchester University and in the United Methodist and Hartley Colleges. As the only academic member of the family he took a kindly interest and was very helpful to me. He was the author of several books - I still have three of them, published in 1919, 1928 and 1949 – and had received a DLitt from London University. I had a small hand in the last of his books, making a number of suggestions for improving the style, usually by deleting redundant phrases, and typing it for him and reading the proofs. Although few today can have heard of E.W. Hirst, he made his own distinctive contribution to Christian ethics at the time. He was in fact ahead of his time in taking account of ancient Chinese thinkers. After writing his last book he very generously gave me his library, a fine collection of early twentieth-century philosophical books, including the great Hastings Rashdall multi-volume Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, a valuable and very useful reference work though now long superseded.

At one time Uncle Eddy wrote to Aileen after reading an essay that I had sent him called ‘The Dreamer’s Vision’, recommending that I should go to a University; and when I was about to become an articled clerk at Hick & Hands, the legal document requiring a stamp duty of £80 – then a lot more than £80 today – he intervened again, suggesting that I should test my aptitude for philosophy by going for a couple of terms to Manchester University and then if this seemed feasible become a regular student there for a BA and then a PhD, hoping for a University teaching career. But in the end it was decided (I acquiescing) that the Law was the safer prospect, and that I could read philosophy in my spare time. The lesson there seems to be: beware of giving prudent career advice to teenagers.

Although this was not at that time on the cards, I did in fact later go to a University – Edinburgh. Uncle Eddy then introduced me to a friend of his, D.S. Cairns, retired professor and principal of one of the Scottish theological faculties. Uncle Eddy’s handwriting was so bad that I spent some weeks trying to trace a principal D.S. Cavins, but when I managed to make contact he was very kind, inviting me to tea from time to time. He was rather absent-minded and sometimes happily enjoyed his own tea and cakes without remembering to offer me anything after the first cup and the first slice of cake. In a much later diary, for 1953,

Reading the unfinished autobiography of D.S. Cairns, recently published. It is well written. I remember him as a somewhat Johnsonian figure, vast and untidy. He was very kind to me. I visited him a number of times at Mayfield Terrace, arguing about pacifism and talking about many other things. I went to him once when [after the war] I was very concerned about the European blockade, asking his support for the famine relief movement. After thinking about it for a day or two he said that he was willing to sign the draft letter to the papers which I had written, but suggested trying to get the four religious leaders of Scotland to do so. He rewrote it, in a more specifically non-pacifist spirit, and it was published over the signatures of the Moderator of the Church of Scotland, the Episcopal primus, Roman Archbishop and the President of the Free Church Council. The last time I had to do with Dr Cairns was when he sent a letter supporting my application to the Appellate Tribunal.

Returning to Uncle Eddy, his handwriting, together with my own, produced an amusing misunderstanding as we corresponded about philosophical questions. At one point I wrote that various contemporary philosophers thought in a way that was homocentric (human-centred), but Uncle Eddy read this as homosexual and wrote several delicate and embarrassed letters before the misreading was corrected.

Returning to Lisvane, at a certain stage Pem, for some health reason that I have forgotten, was being educated at home by a tutor (a very nice chap, known as the Great H, with whom we kept in touch on-and-off for years afterwards) and I left Lisvane to join him. After this I went as a boarder to Bootham school in York, apparently because Mark had known and been impressed by the head, Donald Gray, during the 1914–18 war. I was only there for the two years 1937 and ’38, when I was fifteen and sixteen. My memories of Bootham are wholly good. Its Quaker atmosphere meant that each pupil was treated as an individual and was encouraged to fulfil his own potential. The day began with an assembly with five minutes of silence and then announcements. On Sundays we processed through York to one of the Friends’ Meetings, sitting opposite the girls from the Mount school. As Lisvane had been exceptionally bad, Bootham was exceptionally good and I flourished there. I read a lot – I remember, for example, being gripped by Thoreau’s Walden. The Penguin sixpenny paperbacks began in 1935, and soon after that the Penguin Classics, Thoreau’s book being one of the first batch, and then the Pelicans in 1937. Another discovery was the nature mystic Richard Jefferies’ The Story of My Heart. The Penguins (fiction) and Pelicans (non-fiction) and Penguin Classics were a tremendous benefit to many thousands of people, encouraging us to buy books and extend our range of reading. I also began to enjoy writing and had something published in the school magazine. I even find, to my surprise, that I wrote some rather stodgy verse:

Moving through Earth’s star spangled skies,

Creeping o’er Earth’s dark shadowed slopes,

Thrusting through veils of misty cloud,

Ray of the Sun brings Morn of Hopes!

Now in the dawn stands forth a light.

Earth in her path revolving turns,

Bringing from East to West the sun.

Day to the Planet Earth returns!

My prose writing was originally rhetorical and emotive until, one day, thinking about a phrase I had just used, ‘the mystic winds of war’, I realised that it was meaningless and resolved in future to write as accurately and lucidly as I could – which I have tried to do ever since.

Whilst we all, I think, enjoyed Bootham, that does not mean that we were model schoolboys all the time. Some of us managed to get an imprint in wax of the key to the door out to the grounds and make keys for ourselves by filing down blanks, using them to go out from time to time and climb over the wall into the town to visit a cinema. And on one occasion I put fireworks with a long fuse under the small wooden platform on which the master sat, so that they went off during the class – childish but true. An annual Bootham treat was Chocolate Jumbo’s Strawberry Vit, a feast put on for us at Rowntree’s chocolate factory by the head of the firm. I also first became aware of politics and the wider world at Bootham. We had interesting visiting speakers, including some MPs. The Spanish Civil War was being fought and we collected money for milk for children on the Government (anti-Franco) side.

I left Bootham after only two years without having taken any significant exams to became an articled clerk at Hick & Hands, at a time when the thought of war was beginning to cast its shadow over everyone’s minds.

I have been referring here to Mark and Aileen because this may make it easier for you to see them as real people, but in fact we never called them that – they were Dad and Mam. I was very pleased when my own children on their own initiative in their teens began to call Hazel and me by our first names. Mike was the first to do this, put up to it I suspect by the others.

My relations with Aileen were always good. She was a wonderful mother, always loving and understanding, devoting herself utterly to the interests of her children and later also her grandchildren. After Mark’s death she was financially vulnerable but showed great courage in setting up her own business, a souvenir shop at Pem’s Flamingo Park; in dealing with sometimes very difficult lodgers in Athol House; and in her old age living on a small income in a flat in Leeds (with Pem in the flat above), living with a cancer which however remained stationary for many years, and increasingly painful arthritis, but always, with much use of the telephone, close to her children and grandchildren. She was a wonderful person, and I regret that during her life I took this for granted and seldom made a point of telling her.

But my relations with Mark, in my teenage years and later, were often bad. On his side, he was politically conservative whilst I was a socialist, he was disappointed that I switched from the Law to the Presbyterian ministry, and during the war he was a conventional patriot whilst I was a conscientious objector. During the First World War he had been a lieutenant in charge of a howitzer battery. As the second war approached there was continuous tension. For example,

Had a bad quarrel with Dad at dinner today. I do not know how it began, and I myself was more of a spectator than a combatant, but Dad was very annoyed over my lack of patriotic bias in viewing history! M. appeared in tears afterwards asking me not to let it happen again (July 1939).

But although he seemed to me at the time to be irrationally resistant to new ideas, Mark was far from unintelligent. On the contrary, for he played both chess and bridge for Yorkshire. According to a pen portrait of him in the Scarborough Evening News in 1946, on one occasion

he was one of 25 players who played [the world chess champion] Dr Alekhine simultaneously, and he survived from eight in the evening until two in the morning, when he resigned. In a similar game played by Tarkover [another grand master] against a smaller number of opponents Mr Hick secured a draw.

Looking back, the breach was all as much my fault as his – except that I was a teenager when it started and he a mature adult – and then later I was away from home a good deal, at Edinburgh, in the Friends Ambulance Unit, at Belford, and then in the US – about all of which later. He must have had money worries after the investment failure in the east, and a genuine patriotism stirred up by the war, and a worry about his reputation in the town with a conchie son. The rift was perhaps understandable on both sides, but I am very sorry that it was not healed later when it might easily have been with a sufficient effort on either side. He was, I am sure, basically a very decent, kindly and loving parent. I am profoundly thankful that nothing like that father-son rift has recurred in the next generation.

Mark’s central interest, as I have mentioned, was tennis. He was a very good player, only a notch or two down from the top players. He was one of the British seeded players at Wimbledon from 1912 to 1925, apart from the war years, and would have played on the centre court in 1921 if rain had not rearranged the matches. He won the North of England championship three times, the Yorkshire championship five times, winning the cup outright; and was Scarborough champion thirty times in a row, apart from the war years. In those days – before and after what came to be called the Great War – Wimbledon as he and Aileen described it was a relatively small affair in which everyone knew everyone and it was a delightful social as well as a great tennis occasion. The players were all amateurs – professionals in those days were coaches who were not allowed to play in the competitions. Mark was famous for throwing the ball exceptionally high when serving. He played for the pleasure of playing, and went on long after he had ceased winning, taking to doubles with a younger partner when he could no longer play high-level singles. He played a good deal on the continent, and every Easter Aileen and he went to Cannes for a tournament and holiday there. (It was there that Aileen reported seeing a wealthy fat man waddling about, ‘almost too rich to walk’.) Mark also played for Scarborough at hockey. Later, in his fifties, he took up bowls, and quickly became good enough to win various Scarborough and Yorkshire championships.

Alas, I was never really reconciled with him before his death, and was in the United States when he died. This was in 1962, when he had suffered from heart attacks for a year or more. From my diary for August 1961:

‘Scarboro’ Pa feeling a little better, and I am glad that these last days are more tolerable, for he is not expected to last much longer. Noticing a faded rose in the garden of the new house [in Princeton] I thought of the vanished world of his hey-day – Wimbledon in the 1920s, the Riviera before World War II, camping with John Byass in Harwood Dale ...

Hick & Hands was a small firm consisting of the two partners, one legal executive and one typist. Its offices were above a chemist’s shop in the middle of town, reached by grimy stairs, the rooms still lit by gas, dusty and with shelves of old documents, and with a letter book in which every letter sent out was placed, the book then being pressed in a vice, leaving a copy of each before they were posted. So letters to do with every case were in the same book instead of in separate files. When I remember it I am astonished by the contrast with my son Mark’s Wragge & Co in Birmingham, with its currently more than a hundred partners, some six hundred fee earners, and with over a thousand people in the firm altogether, being the biggest on one site outside London. Mark had a tough time getting where he is now as a partner in this highly reputed firm. He started out as a barrister and then requalified as a solicitor, involving a lot of hard work and a lot of determination. His special field is now insurance law, overseeing a portfolio of cases dealing with warranty and indemnity insurance in the case of large corporate transactions, often involving millions or tens of millions or even more of pounds, as well as professional negligence insurance, etc. The cases seldom get to court but are usually settled by negotiation and Mark has proved to be an extremely successful negotiator. He is essentially a ‘people person’, establishing good personal relations with colleagues, employees, opposing solicitors, etc. I am proud of him, for this and his other qualities and achievements, as I am also of Ele and Pete.

Returning to Hick & Hands, whilst I was an articled clerk I walked down with my father Mark across the Valley Bridge at 9.15 and back at 12.45, and down again at 2.15, returning at 4.15. He then went to the South Cliff Club to play bridge and talk with his pals about the news and the stock market. He also often went out mid-morning for coffee with them. As I have suggested earlier, I think that initially this rather relaxed life, in which the business did not expand much, was possible because he had inherited quite a lot from his mother, though it seems that this was lost in the failure of what I remember as the rubber investment. But, until his last years, when heart trouble and financial worries progressively beset him he had, I would think, a pretty enjoyable life, though alas overshadowed during the war by my being a conscientious objector.

NOTES

1. Roy Jenkins, in his Gladstone (1995), p.149, and again in his Churchill (2001), uses a factor of about 50 to translate the Victorian value of the pound into its present day value. But my colleague the historian Professor Hugh McLeod says that for the later Victorian period one should multiply by about 100. He says (in an email to me):



In the later Victorian period, £50 a year was generally reckoned to be the poverty line. £100–150 a year was the income of the better paid working class, and £150 represented the bottom end of the middle class. £300 was more middle-middle class, and £500 or more indicated someone who was very comfortably off. Someone with over £1,000 a year could be counted as wealthy, and with £5,000 you would be considered very wealthy. To get some kind of equivalent of these figures in present-day terms, I think you would have to multiply by about a hundred.



He adds that such calculations are difficult because, e.g., in Victorian times a middle class family would have a full-time live in maid, but not today, but today such a family might well go on annual overseas holidays, but not in Victorian times.

2. Frances Hick, Zoo Lady (Ventnor, Isle of Wight: Olympia Press International, 1992).
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Religious exploration and conversion

From Bootham, which I left before any major exams, I became an articled clerk at Hick & Hands. In those days few provincial solicitors took Law degrees – so far as I remember, only one at that time in Scarborough – the rest having qualified through the Law Society’s exams. I had some special tutoring at home and passed the Law Prelim, which was I suppose somewhere between GCSE and A-levels today, and went twice a week by train to Hull to attend law lectures at what was then the University College, now the University of Hull. The first lecturer was good, according to my diary, and the second abysmally bad, doing little more than read to us out of the text book which we all had. But I had attended extra-mural lectures on philosophy in Scarborough by professor T.E. Jessop and was now allowed to attend his lectures at Hull to a class of three, the other two preparing for the Presbyterian ministry. One of these, Dan Beeby, having served as a missionary in China and Taiwan, is now almost a neighbour in Selly Oak, and we enjoy meals together from time to time in spite of the fact that he retains his doctrinal fundamentalism of Hull days. The other, Bryan Dawson, has also had a long ministerial career abroad and in this country but has moved on a long way from his early fundamentalist theology, and we quite recently reconnected to our mutual pleasure.

‘Prof. Jess’ was very learned (in Greek, Latin, German, Italian and French), and more a historian of philosophy than an original philosophical thinker. As well as having edited Berkeley’s Principles he also wrote about the Italian Lakes, Christian Ethics, and the Treaty of Versailles. He was a major influence to whom I owe much in encouraging my philosophical bent and we kept in touch. He later stayed with us in Princeton and in Cambridge, and we corresponded from time to time. He was always supportive and helpful.

At seventeen I was busy writing, including an essay on ‘Equality of Income’ and another on ‘The New Renaissance’. (This was after I had decided to try to write lucidly!) I read a lot by leftish authors, including G.D.H. Cole, Stafford Cripps, Bernard Shaw, H.G. Wells, Bertrand Russell, and the great eighteenth-century critic of religion Tom Paine. This was the time of Victor Gollanz’s Left Bookclub, reasonably priced in its yellow jackets. Hutch, who had gone to a grammar school in Ripon but had an uncle and aunt in Scarborough whom he visited, introduced BP and me to the latest poetry – W.H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood. A friend of Granny’s, of her own generation, Miss Dickson – I don’t think I ever knew her first name; she was just Dicksie, – who had been one of the first woman journalists, helped me to develop the art of writing. Incidentally, when in December 1914 Scarborough was shelled during a rapid raid on the east coast by a German warship she had happened to be in York for the day. But the news agencies, assuming that she had been in Scarborough, telegrammed for her account of it and she wrote the first-hand account that was read all over the country! An amusing item from my diary: ‘Miss Dickson has a strong superstition that a member of the family always dies in December, the 18th being the most dangerous day. Being ill she naturally thought and came to believe that she would die next Monday. But a few days ago an old distant relative aged over 90, whom she hardly knew, died, thus stepping into the breach, and Dixie is now much more cheerful’ (16 December 1939).

It seems that I was helpful to her one winter, and she wrote these nice lines:

I send a word of greeting from my lonely prison cell

To which I’ve been confined for days, yet I am fairly well.

My life in gaol’s been bettered by a very faithful friend

Who daily scaled the snowy heights to reach me and to lend

To life that hope that, minus him, quite surely would have fled,

For no one else dare mount the steps that to my dwelling led.

He posted piles of letters – Christmas, as you can guess.

He saw I didn’t starve or die of utter loneliness.

He got me ink and stamps and ‘notes’, bearding the Banker’s den

To find them, so that I could have the wherewithal – you ken?

It was no ‘damsel in distress’ who sadly called for aid,

But for a dull old lady, who was snow-bound, that he made

His daily journeys through the slush and snow and bitter cold,

Which makes his kindness greater – her gratitude untold.

Whilst on the positive side I was a great reader, on the negative side I was very smug and a cultural and intellectual snob (as indeed I still am, or at least the latter), and a very naive if also quite intelligent youngster. There are diary comments such as ‘Murder on the Second Floor’ was ‘the least undesirable play I have seen for a very long time’. (Scarborough then had a good repertory theatre, the plays alternating with the York theatre.) ‘Within a few feet of me there were fifteen dead animals draped around the ladies.’ Aunt Grace (not actually an aunt but a family friend), referring to working-class children evacuated from the coastal towns to the country said ‘something about not too much soap having been used by some people so one heard; to which I replied that sometimes some people hadn’t got too much money so one imagined’ (September 1939); and, ‘We get up in complete darkness, have breakfast in unnatural electric light, spend half the morning in Medieval gloom and pouring rain, and day dawns at about mid-day’ (November 1939). Having heard Archbishop William Temple defending the war, ‘He is an entertaining old heathen! . . . The Archbishop of York ought to be one of the most Christ-like men in the world, but he is a politician, spiritually not greatly above the average’ (October 1939). And some theosophical pamphlet ‘was not a good example of a well-written booklet – too full of assertions without proofs’.

For my second term at Hull instead of commuting I lived in a students’ hostel in Cottingham. The war had now begun, and the bombing of Britain. Hull with its port and huge storage facilities was a target and we all took our turns in overnight fire-watching teams at the college to put out any fires from incendiary bombs. Shortly after dark, as we stood on the roof there would be a distant rumble growing gradually louder, and then searchlight beams stabbing the sky and anti-aircraft fire, and then the bombs exploding. I was on duty during the two successive nights when the centre of Hull was destroyed:

Two nights ago we had the worst air-raid Hull has had so far. From about 8 at night to after 1 in the morning there was almost continual sound of gunfire and H.E. bombs. Occasionally there was the very alarming sound of bombs coming nearer and nearer in tremendous rippling waves. Several times we heard the shriek of bombs quite close, but none of them exploded. Fire bombs were showered down. There were several dozen in the College grounds. The preliminary casualty list gave over 100 casualties, about 30 killed and many seriously wounded. (11 March 1941)

It was at Hull that I experienced a powerful evangelical conversion to fundamentalist Christianity. But before coming to that, what was my previous religious state? As children we had been taken to the nearby parish church, presided over by the Reverend ‘Fishcake’, and found the services infinitely boring and totally off-putting. Granny (Aileen’s mother) was into all sorts of religious explorations and I was interested in all of them with her. Quite apart from this she was a marvellous Granny, two of her familiar sayings when we were very young being ‘Boys will be boys’, which I approved of, and ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness’, of which I did not approve so much. In these religious explorations she took me to lectures by British Israelite speakers, whom I found highly unconvincing. I must have been a visiting lecturer’s nightmare because I not only asked questions, and then further questions about the answers, but also sent in written questions: ‘Got a series of answers to my questions on British Israelism which I addressed to the Rev. Claude Coffin. Only 3 out of 8 are satisfactory. I have prepared a series of replies to them’! (February 1939).

Earlier Granny provided hospitality in her house just up the road to the then well-known Welsh evangelist, George Jeffreys, founder in 1926 of the Four Square Gospel Alliance (later the Elim Pentecostal Churches) and some of his fellow evangelists when they held a revival mission in Scarborough, I then being twelve. Jeffreys was a powerful charismatic preacher and also a healer – though whether his healings went beyond a strong placebo effect I do not know. When the party left there was a farewell prayer meeting in Granny’s dining room and we children were included. I was kneeling at a chair when Jeffreys, coming round the circle, laid his hands on my head. I immediately felt a strong physical effect, like an electric shock except that it was not a sharp jolt but a pervasive sensation spreading down through my body. I was in floods of tears – not of sadness or fright but, I suppose, a tremendous emotional impact. Although people who have never experienced such things pooh-pooh them I am in no doubt that there are individuals through whom a real psychic force of some kind flows.

I also sometimes went with Granny to the Methodist Central Hall where ‘Tubby’ Newman (later a president of the Methodist Conference) preached. He bounded back and forth across a very wide pulpit and once leaned out so far that we could all see, with fascination, that he was finding it difficult to get back.

Mother’s equally keen religious experimenting took a different form. In the wake of the First World War Spiritualism flourished and she and some of her friends took it up. She believed (at least ninety per cent) in a spirit Doctor Lascelles who spoke through a London medium, Mr Simpson. She and her friends also used the ouija board (a board with a circle of cards with the letters of the alphabet, and an upturned tumbler in the middle on which two sitters each placed a couple of fingers and it then moved and spelled out a message). They recorded masses of ‘messages’, none of them so far as I know of any real significance. Aileen also attended seances when in London; and once the famous (or infamous) materialisation medium, Helen Duncan, performed in Athol House. She would produce ‘ectoplasm’ which built up into life-size white figures who spoke and were supposed to be recognised by members of the audience. In this case there was an audience of about twenty, each paying a fee which went to Mrs Duncan. She arrived (smelling of gin, according to Aileen) with a male assistant, and two lady members of the audience took her to another room where she undressed, was searched and clothed in a loose black dress. She then sat on a chair in a corner which had been curtained off, with a low wattage red light outside the curtains and the rest of the room in darkness. The curtains were open for a while after she sat down and her assistant then closed them. We all sang some hymns, and then presently there was a voice from behind the screen and figures, consisting of a head and a long white robe, emerged one at a time into the dim red light and spoke, some of them apparently being recognised as deceased relatives by members of the audience. I don’t remember what the figures said – probably something to the effect, ‘I’m happy here on the Other Side.’ And then in due course the curtains were opened again and Mrs Duncan, in trance in the chair, began to wake up. This was presumably a typical performance. I found it totally unconvincing, and my own theory was that the assistant who closed the curtains contrived in doing so to throw her some tightly packed white material and then took it back again as he helped her out of the corner into another chair at the end. However in 1933 and again in 1943 she was convicted of fraud and the second time sentenced to nine months in prison. Her spiritualist supporters said that sometimes she was genuine but sometimes nothing happened and she cheated to fill the gap. At any rate I was sure that she was cheating the time I saw her, although my theory about how she did it is only a theory – another was that she swallowed some very thin muslin-like material and regurgitated it behind the curtain.

On the few occasions when I have had a seance with a professional medium in London, the medium going into a trance and then a deceased person supposedly speaking through him or her, I have been quite unconvinced. But I have a strong rationalist streak and spiritualists say that this inhibits genuine communication!

This rationalist streak comes out quite often in the diaries. For example,

Mrs Ball sent me recently the horoscope which I challenged her to make out for me. It is an Analysis by the Science of Numbers and Solar Biology! Apparently I ought to vibrate to the number 2. She traces (by ‘impressions’) five previous incarnations. But I will keep the document itself – it runs to ten typed pages – as a prize evidence of superstition in this twentieth century.

I’m afraid it is long since lost.

I am not however in any doubt as to the reality of ESP (extrasensory perception, or telepathy). And I am impressed by some of the communications recorded in the early days of the Society for Psychical Research. I was a member of the Society for many years, reading its regular publications, having joined at the suggestion of my Oxford doctoral supervisor, H.H.Price, who was one of the most highly intelligent people I have known, and author not only of important books on epistemology but also of fascinating philosophical discussions of psychical research, or parapsychology as it is known today.

Aileen was herself very ‘psychic’. For example, shortly after Pem was born she went into the bedroom where he was sleeping and saw her father, who had died a year earlier, apparently entirely solid and standing at the foot of the cot, looking at the baby. Panicking, she rushed downstairs to tell Mark that there was a man in baby’s room. At another time, when we were holidaying in a country cottage, she woke one night to see a pretty, smiling young girl, dressed in the style of a hundred or so years ago, standing at the foot of her bed. There were several other apparitions and strange events.

But the most remarkable were her two healings. One was of a man whom she knew, called Wardle, who had been badly wounded in the Canadian navy during the 1914–18 war. One day she heard that he had collapsed onto the floor and been taken to the hospital. From her account:

Sir Barclay Monagham from Leeds (the most famous surgeon in the north at that time) had been to see him (because of a Canadian pension, or something of that sort) and could do nothing for him because of his internal condition, & had given him the choice of staying in hospital or going home; and he was now at home in very severe pain & having morphia. I went straight to his house (by the Mere) & found him practically dead – only his eyes could open & he muttered ‘sleep’. His wife said he had no normal sleep for several days & nights and that he was dying. His coffin had been ordered – apparently normal in their circle. His wife & children were weeping round his bed. I have no idea what made me do what I immediately did. But I heard myself saying in a very authoritative voice, ‘Mrs Wardle, please take the children into the kitchen & and I will soon have Wardle asleep.’

They left the room & I drew the curtains & knelt down beside him & put my hands on his head and prayed that I could be used to help him. I don’t think he saw me or knew me – he was hardly alive – but I began to talk to him in this authoritative voice saying ‘You are very tired & and you will have a long quiet sleep, and when you wake up you will be well.’ This is exactly what happened – he slept for hours (if I remember rightly Mrs Wardle said he slept for 8 hours – but I can’t be sure), and he was able to sit up and eat when he woke up – he got better every day & in three weeks he walked through the thick snow to see me, about a mile and a half away. He became quite well and eventually moved somewhere on the south coast where he started a Zoo. I knew his Scarborough doctor (now dead) & asked him about Wardle – he said ‘what would I not give to see his inside!’ – and that his recovery could only be called a miracle.

Her other healing was of a doctor friend whom we knew for many years. After leaving Scarborough he lived near London, and it was there that Aileen did much the same for him, when he was desperately ill but unexpectedly recovered rapidly.

One of Aileen’s friends was a Theosophist who lent me some theosophical literature – theosophy being a nineteenth-century western philosophy created out of elements of Hinduism and Buddhism by Madam Blavatsky, founder of the Theosophical Society in 1875. Her successor, Annie Besant, proclaimed a young Indian, Krishnamurti as the coming world teacher – a role which he later disavowed, spending his life outside the theosophical movement and giving useful spiritual teaching, mostly in the United States. I was attracted by theosophy as the first coherent religious philosophy that I had met – much more so than the Christianity I knew. But after a while I consciously dismissed it, with its precise levels of existence and invisible spheres and ranks of angelic beings, as too neat and tidy and professing to know too much. What I gained from it however was an interest, which continued until my evangelical Christian conversion and then hibernated for many years, in the eastern religions.

At this time, whilst working during the day as an articled clerk, I often walked half way up Oliver’s Mount to a particular comfortable spot under a tree to read for an hour or so before the sun went down. I have always liked to record special moments, and there were several under my Thinking Tree. For example,

It is so perfectly peaceful and beautiful now that I cannot bear not to give myself a note to remember it by. I came out this evening to sit in the sun and read again Thoreau’s Walden. The woods are sloping up to my left and I am lying at the foot of the first tree. I cannot possibly convey in words the beauty of them, just trees on a green slope, in the warm sun, alone, with the sheep and two brown horses in the field on my right below me, mostly quite still. Below that the mere is shining blue and cool. Birds are twittering in the trees. It is literally too beautiful for words (5 May 1940).

I see that in 1940 (aged eighteen) I already had a view of life’s problems and difficulties rather like that in my parable of the two travellers in Faith and Knowledge, first published in 1957. In 1940 I wrote:

Imagine yourself trudging through a seemingly endless stretch of dangerous bog, with snakes and other horrors by the way; if your idea of it depends on what you see on the way, then you may well be miserable – your chances of getting through appear small, and in any case you don’t know what it is leading you to; but if you have previously studied a map of the journey, and you knew that the bog wasn’t really so deep as it seemed, that there were no snakes except in your imagination, and that on the other side of the bog was just the place you had always dreamed of, the journey would be a joyous one, and you would inspire all your fellow travellers with hope and courage (16 January 1940).

As well as the diary I kept a 1940 notebook of philosophical reflections, aphorisms, a literary form learned from Nietzsche, and with many references to Nietzsche, about whom I planned a book the first chapter of which got written and long since lost. One or two of my eighteen-year-old aphorisms:

Every question of right and wrong, and thus of what we ought to do in any circumstances, ultimately depends on what we, at our stage of spiritual evolution, conceive, consciously or subconsciously, to be the purpose of life, for morality must be based on the true nature of the Universe ... I myself believe that the purpose of life as we can know it is the perfecting of every individual soul by the transmuting of all evil into good, and that thus every action is right which assists in this process, and every action wrong which hinders it.

Reality is ethical and consists of God, who cannot be regarded as finite or infinite, or as having any or no form, or by any other analogy from the physical universe, but can only be comprehended ‘mystically’, by reason of the divine spark in each of us.

To be personal is to be finite. God is not finite and therefore not personal. But the personal being with whom we can get into contact in prayer etc., whilst being finite, may yet be larger than the extent of our consciousness and therefore infinite in relation to us and our needs.
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