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1                             OVERTURE 

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴǳǘƛŀŜ ƻŦ 

my years would interest anyone else, particularly when much of it barely interested me. Maybe the 

bloke in the greengrocers, or possibly some spotty postgraduate at the New University of Walsall, 

ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ aŀǎǘŜǊǎΩ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ōŀŎƪǎ ǿƘƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎΣ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ 

find something to chew on in it, but not the general public.  

On the other hand, I thought that this life, if viewed very selectively, without the dross, had quite a 

few spikes of interest, so maybe if I dealt with it episodically it could work; though it would probably 

be rather a brief book, more the short story than the novella or the full novel. As time passed I was 

shocked to discover that I had got a lot older, and specifically that as one moved from the 50s to the 

60s there was a kind of tipping point. The seesaw made a decisive lurch, with the realisation that there 

were a lot more years behind you than still to come. A review process started, way beyond simple 

nostalgia, in which you actively try to recapture it all, before it sinks and is lost at sea. What you do 

not expect, and it is a delight, is that by the process of association, great stores of recollection float to 

the surface: treasure chests of things you have not thought about for maybe 50 years, bobbing around, 

waiting to be re-opened, and there would be images of long dead friends and relatives who peopled 

your childhood, and return to you, complete with the emotions they inspired. 

The other part of the story is that computing has provided a wonderful vehicle in the form of social 

media and the blog which makes undisciplined writers able to write out of sequence and out of 

chronology, and to try out the material on a captive audience without having to engage with agents, 

publishers and other man-eating fish. 

Some people have suspended all their critical faculties to be very kind about the stuff I have posted 

on Facebook and tumblr. In alphabetical order, Basheer Ahmed, Philip Andrew, Robin Catto, Maggie 

Fordham, Chrissie Garner, Tracey Griffiths, Harminder Jhalli, Bill Ling, Cora Milner Morris, Joe 

Neuschatz, Cesco Reidy, Mel & Dave Roberts, Trudy Robins, Jacky & Richard Sales, Roy & Barbara 

Saunders, David Solomon, Janet & Peter Swan (and other Swans, too numerous to mention) and Chris 

Wickham.  The generosity of their enthusiasm shames me for all the terrible things I have said about 

them, usually behind their backs. And relatively few of them have demaƴŘŜŘ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƻǊǊȅ L 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀǊǊȅ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΦ !ŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΥ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎΣ ƎŜƴŜǎΣ ŎƻƴǎŀƴƎǳƛƴƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ƻƴ 

polygamy and an allergy to stag nights. There was no need to cite you all: I just wanted to remind 

myself that I have got some very, very good friends. 

My parents, for their very different reasons, did not cherish their heritage (he, to suppress memories 

of a past he came to deny, she, because she probably would have lacked the confidence in her ability 

to write it up). At this point this is the best I can do to make good that mistake, for my generation ς 

and perhaps later ones. That sounds rather grand. I would just like it if my children and future 

grandchildren were able to have a glimpse of how life was from World War 2 till the climate changed; 

and to enjoy reading it more than they are embarrassed by the fact that their forebear was clearly a 

bit bonkers.    

David Milner          

Paris, Manhattan, St. Lucia, and the Neasden Riviera  
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2             CHILDHOOD: early day motions 

 

Early childhood memories are mostly gone, though some are retrievable if you can just find the key to 

the library door. They can almost never be resurrected at will, though occasionally they will slide back 

into the room when you are looking out the window, pretending you are thinking about something 

else. Many vivid memories turn out to be frauds, reconstructed in later life and then recalled as the 

memory of the event. This is virtually a full-time occupation for undergraduates sitting round the 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴΣ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŀƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƘŀǊŘǎƘƛǇΣ ƛƳǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 

class backgrounds and varieties of abuse (all the while forgetting that their audience probably saw 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻƴǎǘǊƻǳǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǳƴƭƻŀŘƛƴƎ ŀ .ƻǎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ плέ Sony flatscreen from 

their Lexus 4x4 at the hall of residence last week). The point is that while the past is gone it can be 

reconfigured and embroidered for the benefit of the present.  Occasionally these anecdotes are more 

or less true. In Cardiff in the 60s, there was a competition within our group of friends to establish who 

had the most authentically left-wing background. I came second with the (true) tale of my ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ŘƛǘƘ {ǳƳƳŜǊǎƪƛƭƭΩǎ [ŀōƻǳǊ tŀǊǘȅ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ǊƻƻƳǎ ƛƴ IŀǊǊƛƴƎŀȅ όǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎύΣ ōǳǘ 5[ 

ŎŀƳŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ¸ƻǳƴƎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƘƛƪŜΦ  

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ пΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻƻƪing up at an old lady from 

my pram with her making goo-Ǝƻƻ ƴƻƛǎŜǎ ŀǘ ƳŜΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŦŀƪŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ L Ŏŀƴ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ 

remember was not a single event but a pattern of events. I was very slow to learn to speak, so much 

so that my parents were concerned enough to consider consulting a neurologist (it is perhaps stating 

the obvious to say that I have been very busy ever since making up for these lost linguistic 

opportunities). Then they noticed a pattern of behaviour which correlated with the problem ς in my 

sister. Jacky was the first child, over-indulged and spoiled to within an inch of her life, very used to the 

ǎǇƻǘƭƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ ǾŜǊōŀƭΦ IŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳƻǘƻǊƳƻǳǘƘΩ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ мфпуΣ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŜƭƭ 

have become her middle name. Anyway, my parents noticed that when people asked me a question, 

while the mechanism in my brain ground painfully slowly towards an answer, Jacky would intervene: 

she would put a hand over my mouth and answer for me, to speed the process up. My parents, rather 

than follow my prescription - tarring and feathering her ς simply counselled her sternly to stop doing 

it. But what is interesting, and may have many psychiatrists apply for re-training as traffic wardens, is 

that such trauma in childhood is always supposed to cause a major psychological rupture, and at the 

very least foment sibling rivalry on a nuclear level for the rest of our lives. It never happened. We have 

had an exceptionally good relationship for most of our lives (with the exception of one aberration, 

ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛƴ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ΨƛŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΩύΦ We enjoy 

ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƘŜƭǇ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ 

our different lifestyles completely. 

The second memory relates to my tonsils (have tonsils been abolished or genetically modified? You 

ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŜŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅΩǎ ƭƛǇǎ, or tongue 

or back of throat). 

Mine were very troublesome: they were extremely painful and my pitiful crying could even be heard 

from the garden shed, which had become my temporary bedroom for the duration in order that the 

rest of the family could sleep (though I never found out who locked it from the outside). Ah well.  

Anyway, I went into the Middlesex Hospital and they took them out and it happened that this 

coincided with my birthday. I remember two presents, both of which delighted me. One was a double-
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barrelled pop-gun which fired corks (and think of the supplies of ammunition you could find in a 

hospital, in those days). The other was an Eagle Comic branded Dan Dare telescope. Unfortunately the 

build-quality at the telescope factory was not what it might have been, and the lens frequently fell 

out. So there was a design fault in arguably the most important component. One feared for the future 

ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΤ Ƙƻǿ L ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨaŀŘŜ ƛƴ ²Ŝǎǘ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩΦ !ƴȅǿŀȅΣ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅ ƛǘ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ 

ƻǳǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ΨŎƻǘΩΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƛǘΣ ƛŦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ further. 

Ok, ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘΧΧōƭŀŎƪƴŜǎǎΧΦΦŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ōƭǳǊǊȅ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƴǳǊǎŜǎ ǇŜŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƳŜ 

concernedly, their little head-dresses forming the corona of a flower above my head. I had fallen out 

of bed, plummeted down like a bad joke and landed perfectly on my head on the unarguably hard 

marble floor. They knew how to build hospitals in those days.  I was ok, I came round; they did all the 

tests, and kept me in a couple of extra days for observation.  

There was no long term effect, except that whenever I relate this anecdote to friends, they always 

ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƭƻƻƪǎΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ άL ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘέΣ άL ǘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳ 

ǎƻέ ƻǊ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΧέΦ tǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƧƻƪŜ L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜΦ 

The third memory I can verify is potent and pungent. The squeamish may omit this paragraph. At 4 

years old I went to nursery school. One day I had an overwhelming desire to take a dump, only to find 

that some older boys were barring my way, blocking the toilet door; and they were intent on remaining 

there, impervious to my animal-like whimpering and begging.  Inevitably, I could not contain myself 

ƛƴŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅΧƳȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǎǳƳƳƻƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀƴ ƳŜ 

ǳǇΣ ŀƴŘ L Řƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ LΩǾe not endured before or 

since.  Despite the humiliation and the physical unpleasantness I value the experience because it 

ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƳŜ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎΥ  

 

мύ Ψ[ƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CƭƛŜǎΩ Ǿŀǎǘƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊǳŜƭǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƻȅǎ 

2) Should you wish to use the toilet in a British nursery school, it is advisable to pack a gun. 
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3                PRINCE 

 

Where on earth, you may be wondering, did I cross paths with the diminutive songster from 

Minneapolis, the one with the moustache that was less visible than Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎΚ ²ŜƭƭΣ ƛǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ 

happened: but I was Prince-for-a-day at St. James Infant School, Chase Road, Southgate.  

I have virtually nil recall of my time at St. James. I do remember gathering bluebells with my parents, 

one weekend in a wood out in Hertfordshire, giving a huge bunch to my teacher, and then seeing them 

later that day in the staffroom waste bin. Hard to say whether this affected my subsequent attitude 

towards women or not. And I also remember the Victorian classrooms having very high windows so 

ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƻǳǘΣ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǎŜŜ ƛƴΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜ ǿƘƛŎh haunts me to this 

day was a bizarre concatenation of patriotism, monarchism, pagan rites and Marxism-Leninism, when 

ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ aŀȅ 5ŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ŎƻǊƻƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŀƎŜŀƴǘΦ  

It starred the May Queen, SC, who was 

the automatic choice because she was 

a beautiful little thing, delicate, pretty, 

modest, scrupulously well-behaved and 

therefore absolutely guaranteed not to 

ǎŀȅ ΨƻƘ ǎƘƛǘΩ ƛŦ ǎƘŜ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǇƻǎȅΦ [Ŝǘ 

the Palmers Green and Southgate 

Gazette court correspondent complete 

ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΥ  ά¢ƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ ǿŀǎ ŀōƭȅ 

escorted by her gallant Prince, David 

aƛƭƴŜǊ όтύέΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ 

(quite large and probably displacing 

ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ²ΦLΦ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aŀȅƻǊΩǎ 

Musings, a page I always turned to first) 

showed Susan looking so stunning that it might have accelerated my adolescence, had I not been more 

interested in my Hornby OO-scale train set than torrid sex.                      

If I had followed this order of priority through life it might have all turned out a lot better. Anyway, 

there she was, in her filmy fairylike dress, her hair garlanded with paper flowers, stepping out on the 

arm of this funny little fellow in white shoes, white socks, white shorts and shirt, plus a huge rosette 

on the chest, looking ever so much like a target for a firing squad. But why on earth was he wearing a 

satellite dish on either side of his head, in an eerie anticipation of today? Ears: they were his ears. 

 The final touch of humiliation, the coup de grace, had been applied by my Mum. Tiring of wetting and 

coaxing my hair into a suitably regal style and running out of time she had improvised a solution to 

the fly-ŀǿŀȅ ōƛǘǎΦ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǿƘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ƛǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ς a hair-ƎǊƛǇΗ !ǎǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

show, and aware of a 7 year-ƻƭŘΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ōƻȅ ǿŀǎ ƳŀǊŎƘŜŘ off to the 

scaffold. I believe this was the only truly cruel thing my Mum ever did to me. In a way she was 

ŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜΥ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƘŀƛǊ-grip on a boy constituted child 

abuse under any contemporary penal code. IΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘΦ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǘǊƛŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǎƘƻƴŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tDϧ{DΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōŜŀŎƻƴΦ hƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ, though: if there 

had been thunder and lightning, I would not be alive now to tell this tale. 

Did I mention the speech? I had to give a speech. I was allowed to read it, which I did with all the 

passion of a second iteration of the football results. It was my first acquaintance with public speaking 
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and I felt it went quite well, really. I had thought of a good beginning; I took a deep breath, gulped 

ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǉǳŜŀƪŜŘ άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘǊŜŀƳΧΧΦΦέ !ƴŘ L Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΦ 

There was a whisper of applause, then everybody rose to me and scampered off to get their cars from 

the little playground car park.  What a day.  
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4                                         THE STINGS 

D lived about five houses up the road from me. He was my best friend in primary school days but we 

separated when we went to different secondary schools. His father had been in a Japanese POW camp 

but would not speak of it. His mother was very kind. His brother was a bit queer, often delighting in 

walking around naked and scaring his brother and his friend with a prodigious degree of tumescence 

ƴƻǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀ ǎǘŀōƭŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƭƛōƛ ǿŀǎ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ Ψ/ƻǿōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ LƴŘƛŀƴǎΩ Σ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ 

nothing but a face flannel fore and aft had some kind of stereotypical plausibility if you were an Indian, 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǿōƻȅ ŦƛƭƳǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊƛǇ ƻŦŦ ǘƻƻΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻΦ L ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ōƛƎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳ ŦƻǊ 9ǉǳŀl Opportunities some 25 years 

ahead of its time, which is thoroughly commendable. 

In the Autumn D and I used to take the longer route home from school through the park, and gather 

conkers. It was a bit obsessional in that we gathered far more than we could ever use in combat. Little 

did we know then that we were assembling the first known stockpiles of biological WMDs in the world: 

exported to Iraq, they might have ǎŀǾŜŘ ¢ƻƴȅ .ƭŀƛǊΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ Thinking about it now, it was a rather 

sexual period, in an unŎƻƴǎǳƳƳŀǘŜŘ ǿŀȅΥ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ōƛƎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳƻ-erotism, there was the case 

of GH, a sweet girl who often took the same route home from school and joined us on the conker 

ƘǳƴǘΦ {ƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ŎǊǳŜƭ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǎǘƛŎƪǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƪŜǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ȅŜǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

contented herself with scouring the ground and piles of leaves for ripe ones.  (There is a gag here 

ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǎƘŜ ǎǘƻƻǇǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƪŜǊΩ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ŜǾŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜύΦ  hƴŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

some bushes as though there was a great ŦƛƴŘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǿŀǎ DIΩǎ ƪƴƛŎƪŜǊǎΣ 

as she held her dress up to her shoulders. On a later occasion we dutifully trooped into the shrubbery 

ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǊŜ ƘŜǊ ƪƴƛŎƪŜǊǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ς but it was 1954, and being 8, we still 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ Ƴȅ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ask his brother, Big Chief Wigwam-pole. So we blundered on, wishing that the 60s would hurry up and 

arrive to bring us enlightenment, or better still, a manual. 

There is a sting in the tale. I left my excess conkers to ripen in a seaside bucket round the side of the 

house. It was a tin bucket, rusting a little but you could still clearly see the painted illustrations in all 

their primary glory: the little boy and girl building a sandcastle, the swooping seagulls, more like 

pencilled eyebrows than birds, and an improbably large winking seahorse, like the idiot child of Roy 

Hudd and Donald Duck. One Saturday Uncle 

Harry and his new wife Eve came to visit. My 

father suggested that I show them my conkers 

(No smirking at the back, boy). As I reached into 

the bucket I was too busy talking over my 

shoulder to our visitors to notice that there 

was a squadron of wasps crawling over the 

conkers. Now, it turns out that wasps are 

incredibly conformist. What one does, the rest 

absolutely have to do too, or they feel left out, lonely, unloved even.   And rather than a bit of Welsh 

Male Voice Choral music, or some 45-a-side football, ObergruppenFuhrer Adolf Wasp decided that his 

ōƻȅǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǘƛƴƎǎ L ƘŀŘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

pain of a wasp sting is intense; the pain of many is immense. As it was obviously a punishment for my 

(passive) moral transgression wiǘƘ DIΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŜǾŜǊ ǿŜƴǘ ƴŜŀǊ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ-naked female again.  

But I did.  I just kept a little further away from the wasps. 
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5                     TAKING IT ON THE CHIN  

 

It occurred to me that in my fantasy games with friend and neighbour, D, I always ended up with the 

more glamorous roles. I played the hero who was better looking and brighter, he would be the sidekick 

who was comically rotund and maybe not Mensa material. The prototype duo would have been The 

Cisco Kid, smooth, suave and with some very sexy schmutter, typically a kind of black matador outfit, 

though with more embroidery than the Bayeux Tapestry, mainly in gold thread. Nice. In contrast, his 

amigo, Pancho (probably Gonzalez) laughed a lot and spoke in a very stage-aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ǿŀȅ όά Mamma 

Mia, Ceesco, I no like eet hereΗέύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŀǊƛŀōƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǎŜΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 

the tail end or half-submerged in the pond with the fish jumping out of his sombrero brim. 

I have to own it, I was a bit of a tyrant to D, because this pattern repeated itself regularly, and he only 

made it worse for himself by complying so readily with my monopoly of the limelight and his relegation 

to the periphery. My rhetoric was simple, immaculate and persuasive, and it took either of two paths: 

1) but you look so much more like Pancho than I do (devastatingly cruel, but true). Or, at the slightest 

ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ƳǳǘƛƴȅΣ нύ ǿŜƭƭ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƴΦ 

But one summer evening we were Stirling Moss and Mike Hawthorn. I was the dashing Moss, he the 

quiet self-ŜŦŦŀŎƛƴƎ IŀǿǘƘƻǊƴΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ IŀǿǘƘƻǊƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜΣ ōǳǘ D had 

certainly taken notes on quiet self-effacingness to prepare for the role. We were test-driving a new 

Grand Prix circuit which enabled us to drive continuously on pavements, without crossing any roads, 

down a long straight, up manageable inclines and accelerate down a long gentle curve to the finishing 

line, my house, where the chequered flag awaited us, in our minds. A large helping of imagination was 

required for this: our powerful Formula 1 cars mysteriously took the form of small two-wheeler bikes, 

his an amateurishly re-painted purchase from the small ads (more drunken Jackson Pollock than 

Ferrari), mine, excruciatingly, a hand-me-down from my sister which could only have been more 

shaming if my father had put the stabilisers back on. I wonder if parents realised, back then, that the 

ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŀǾƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴŘŜǊ ōƛƪŜ ƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǿŀƳǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘǎΩ ŦŜŜǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ 

disentangle the resulting spaghetti of ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴΣ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƛƴƎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎΩ 

gear: our role-models wore tailored overalls and proper helmets. I asked my mother if she had 

anything that would do, a futile enquiry when you think how very few women have a racing drivŜǊΩǎ 

uniform in their trousseau. However she did say that she would do what she could and it was with 

growing horror that I realised she was going to come up with something knitted, the universal panacea 

in her mind: had the art of crochet come along earlier I would have been sent to school with crocheted 

cricket pads or even a bat. 

We did a few timed circuits to warm up and then The Race. I got off to a good start up Sheringham 

Avenue, and settled into a steady cruising speed along to the Merrivale roundabout, hanging a right 

down past the Methodist church and pounding on the pedals to put clear grey pavement between 

myself and D. He was now 15 yards behind me and making heavy weather of it. Now I was enjoying 

myself, picking up speed with every thrust of the pedals, getting more than a little cocky, and in an in-

yer-face gesture of 7 year old cool, rested my shoes on that thin bit of metal that runs from the wheel-

hub to the mudguard, just to be seen to be coasting it. I dug in for a sprint finish, and with an extra bit 

of flashharryness, re-located my feet in their coasting position. Pride comes before a fall. I had not 

taken account of the fact that my ClarksΩ middle class sandals had a wide welt around them, and that 

quite a light movement of my foot inwards would jam the sandals between the spokes, precipitating 



 13 

ŀ ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ōǊŀƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ŀǊǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƪŜΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ 

ƻƴ ŀ ǎƛȄǇŜƴŎŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ǳƴƛƳǇŜŘŜŘΦ L ŦƭŜǿ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜatest of 

ŜŀǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƴΣ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴŜŜǎ όǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǇƻŜǘǊȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ 

rhyme.) Chin? Yes, I landed on my chin, which sounds anatomically unlikely, but if you stretch out your 

arms as if to fly, the chin presents itself as the obvious first point of contact with the ground. And yet 

this landing technique is nowhere to be found in Teach Yourself Boeing 747s, the universal bible of 

civil aviation pilots across the world. I digress, the more forensically-minded reader who wishes to 

verify the conjunction of chin and ground may apply to inspect the small scar under my chin which 

remains there, 67 years later. 

 

D scooted off for help. I bled quietly, stunned, but puzzling where the HGV had come from that had 

hit me. A couple in a car stopped and scooped me off the pavement. D was nowhere to be seen. I 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ L ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ōȅ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ 

in the jaw division. Ten minutes later we were in Highlands Hospital A&E (acronym for their mission 

statement: Attention Eventually).  Waiting our turn I could see my father preparing himself for a quip: 

eventually it cameΥ ά²ƘŜƴ L ǘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƴΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ 

ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘέΗ      

 Ha ha f*cking ha!    O mein Papa: How have I managed without your ready wit and repartee? 

 

6                                 EVERSLEY 

 

Eversley Primary school was built in 1954 . When I read that date, I finally realised why my parents 

used to talk about the War so much: to them it was like the day-before-yesterday. When the school 

was built it was less than 10 years since people were fighting and dying, concentration camps were 

being opened and the true costs of the War were being counted. So the school seemed like a kind of 

modern miracle, or as the Head once said, a Felix rising from ashes. That poor charred cat should have 

been incorporated in the school badge. My house was only about 300 yds away, with no big roads to 

cross. My mother was delighted: no school gate gossip she, and so we walked backwards and forwards 

safely and without supervision. We were the first cohort of children to enter the school; everything 

was brand spanking new, though in an era of corporal punishment that might not be the best phrase. 

But the whole set-up was really a kind of middle-class idyll. Did I mention it was right next door to a 

very nice park with sports pitches, playgrounds, ponds and spinneys? 
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L ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ 9ǾŜǊǎƭŜȅΦ {ŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƻƭŘ ŦƻƻƭΚ bƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƳŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ 

Ƴȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ōŀƴƪ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ bƻǿ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǘΦ LǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊ сл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ memories are fading 

ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŀǊ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǘƘ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

not visited for 6 decades. 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ IŜŀŘΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀǘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-aged woman with very frizzy hair 

who probably could have passed for Brian May once dusk had fallen. I do remember all the teachers 

who taught me, I think. Mr.D who taught maths and who was very busy and had something of the 

squirrel about him. Mr. Goldsworthy, who was a big, handsome, rugby-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ²ŜƭǎƘ ƘǳƴƪΣ ǎƻ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 

know where he got that name from; he probably changed it From Daffyd Evan Ap Huw Jones-Williams 

for something more distinctive. Then there was Miss P, another one from the small rodent family. She 

was rather a gifted artist and whenever anyone brought her an autograph book she would take it 

home and bring it back a couple of days later with a beautiful miniature water-colour painted in it, 

often with an inspiring quote from Shakespeare. It was selfless and beautiful, but we worried for her. 

²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ƻǊ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƳƻǊŜέΣ ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ 

should have done. My favourite teacher was Mr.B. He looked severe but he was a kindly man. He 

might well have been an RAF fighter pilot with his stern countenance, Brylcreemed sandy hair and 

upright gait. One of the quiet but brave ones, not the flashy hooray Henrys. 

hƴŜ Řŀȅ L ŘƛŘ ŀ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ ŎŀǊǘƻƻƴ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƘƛƳ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǘƻǿŜƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎΩ ŎƭƻŀƪǊƻƻƳΦ 

There was no malice in it but ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦƭŀǘǘŜǊƛƴƎΦ  L ǿŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀǳƎƘΣ 

when the atmosphere suddenly chilled. I could tell from their faces ς alarm, or a kind of wincing ς 

what was unfolding. I knew before I turned around that Mr. Beckford would be standing there. Indeed 

he was, and he took the drawing from me and pointed to his room. He let me sweat for a few minutes 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜ ƛƴΦ      ά5ŀǾƛŘΣ L ŀƳ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳΦ L Ƙŀd thought better of you than this. 

Dƻ ƴƻǿέΦ aŀȅōŜ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǿƻǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳΥ  άƛŦ ƘŜΩǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƭƛƴŜ aǊΦ .ŜŎƪŦƻǊŘΣ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ 

ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǎ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ŦŜŜƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎǳƛƭǘȅΦ ²ƻǊƪǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜΣ L Ŏŀƴ ŀǎǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳέ 

Finally Miss T, who I think qualifies as my first crush, aged 8. I thought she was lovely and pretty and 

very kind to me, which makes it all the worse that I have to confess to some voyeurism. Actually, I 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ, without realising, she leant on my desk in such a way that one 

side of her blouse would gape open revealing a surprisingly large proportion of A Breast (but not A 

Bra) and when I moved my head away she would assume I was losing attention and tell me to look at 

ƘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΦ ¢ƻǊǘǳǊŜΦ .ǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŎǳǎŜŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ 

the fact that I would be quite disappointed when she turned up in a polo neck sweater.  

I suppose the highlight of my Eversley career was the 

school production of Treasure Island. I managed to 

secure the part of Jim Hawkins in the teeth of stiff 

opposition. I learnt lines, rehearsed and added a 

ǎǇƻƻƴŦǳƭ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ōȅ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ΨŘŀǊƭƛƴƎΩΦ {ŀŘƭȅ ǿŜ 

had no known gays in the production so it was scarcely 

realistic at all, merely cloyingly over-familiar in a 9 year 

old. Come the first (and last) night we were up for it, 

wired and poised to blow the critics back to their 

Bloomsbury salons. All went swimmingly despite no men overboard, until my moment in the spotlight: 

my climactic, pivotal moment when I fall into the apple-barrel. Said barrel was no masterpiece of the 

coopŜǊΩǎ ŎǊŀŦǘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǘŀƭƭ ƎǊƻŎŜǊȅ ōƻȄ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳƛƭŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŎŜƭ ǘŀǇŜ ǊƻǳƴŘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜŀŘ ά.ǊƻƴŎƻ ƘȅƎƛŜƴƛŎ ǘƻƛƭŜǘ ǊƻƭƭǎΥ ǘŜŀǊ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ƻƴŜέ όL ǘƘƛƴƪύΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨōŀǊǊŜƭΩ όǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ rectangular shape) was a large cut out, which I could 
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throw myself over and through, rather than scramble up to the top of Bronco mountain and drop in 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƘŜƛƎƘǘΦ /ǳŜ 5ŀǾƛŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŦŀƭƭΩ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊŜƭΦ 

No, that would be too simple. The neonate thesp would prefer to do something a little more 

balletic/gymnastic and milk this dramatic moment for all its worth. Projecting himself from behind the 

barrel he goes for the backwards double pike and tuck which elicits a gasp from the audience, 

precipitates him into one side of the barrel, knocking it over and spilling him out (and quite a lot of 

apples) whence he reached the very edge of the stage, narrowly avoiding him falling into the orchestra 

pit, had there been one.  

There were few critics left by the end, there was no transfer to the West End and a promising theatrical 

career had been cut off at its roots. And all because a young talent had reached for the stars, but 

ended up in apple puree. 
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7                             [hb5hbΩ{ .¦wbLbDΣ CLw9Η CLw9Η 

 

I suppose my life as a career criminal (armed robber, murderer, burglar, con-man and, most depraved 

of all, chairman of a major British bank) began in Prince George Avenue, N14 in 1956. D from up the 

road began to show a rather audacious side of himself not previously suspected (he was on the timid 

side and looked absolutely certain to follow his father into a local bank job). He secured himself a nice 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŜŀǊƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎŀƎŜƴǘǎ ΨǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇΩΣ that is, up the hill to the 

near-ŀƭǇƛƴŜ ƘŜƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ hŀƪǿƻƻŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿǎŀƎŜƴǘΣ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊǎΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻōƭƛƎƛƴƎƭȅ ǘǳǊƴ 

his back on D who would fill his pockets with sweets and generously share with me the remains after 

his truly impressive consumptƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘƻƳŜ όǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŀŘŘ ΨǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎΩ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ 

above). One day on the way to school, he produced a box of Swan Vestas from his pocket.  Young boys 

with matches: forbidden fruit. You could almost hear the bells of the fire engine in the distance, 

limbering up, waiting for the inevitable call. 

                                                         

After school we ambled home and then stopped, because D had an idea. 

LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀt 

would be cruel and for all I know he might have become an astrophysicist. 

His idea was that we could play a game with the matches and the pillar 

box. What if we stood about a couple of yards away and fired matches at 

the aperture by trapping the match head against the sandpaper then 

flicking it with some pressure so that it lit and shot off like a rocket. We 

tried it, it worked but we soon tired of it and meandered on home. 

Happening to look back, we took in a tableau of Royal Mail van, postman 

flapping wildly, but most dramatically, smoke billowing from the red pillar 

box like a Cunard funnel in Southampton Water. We also noticed to our 

horror our friend GH running towards us with some determination. We wanted to run, but clearly we 

had to nobble the witnŜǎǎ ŦƛǊǎǘΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŀƛŘ ōǳǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘŜǊ ƻǳǊκǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƪƴƛŎƪŜǊ 

ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴƛǎƳΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴ ƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ {ƘŜ 

was known as The Welsh Dragon locally, and was very tidy. Very, very tidy, but also given to violence. 

Then we ran. 

We played on the morning room floor, aware of some traffic to the front door, but just busying 

ourselves with some rough and tumble play that might disguise a degree of tremor in the hands and 

limbs, and tremulous voices that had risen at least an octave in the last hour. Then Old Bill arrived, 

mob handed. It was a measure of the true refinement of the English suburb that the best deployment 

of its police forces was to send three uniforms in two squad cars (proper black Wolseleys like the Flying 

Squad used, none of your pretty pastel blue and white Panda cars) to lock down Sheringham Avenue 

while the master criminals were still at large. We were interviewed, lied through our teeth, both of us 

worried as much by the other one caving in as ourselves. Self-consciousness in this situation is total: 

you feel as though your skull is transparent and the interrogator can read the truth directly off your 

brain. A photograph taken at the time shows that I had a Post-it note on my ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ άLǘ 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳŜΣ ƘŜ ǎǘƻƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǊƻŎƪŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘŜΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎΦ !ƭǎƻ Ƴȅ 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǎƻ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǿέΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ Ƴȅ 

father and several people who just happened to be passing. 
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Overnight it changed for me. By the morning I was so weighed down with guilt and anxiety about what 

would happen next that I was ready to crack. Fingerprinting? ID parades? Forensics? And having lied 

thus far, would there be an extra punishment including pinning any number of other unsolved crimes 

ƻƴ ǳǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ Ǿŀƴ ƘŜƛǎǘǎΦ !ƴŘ LΩŘ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǎƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ 

ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅΩǎ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘΦ {ƻ L ŎƻƴŦŜǎǎŜŘ ς at very nearly the time D was doing exactly the same thing 

to his parents. We were sent off the school while the parents conferred. It was the first time I ever 

wanted the school day to go on to 11pm, because we were safe there. 

Apparently not. We were simply plucked from the classroom mid-morning, and driven to the police 

station. I got to make friends with a police dog who was tied up in the room where we were waiting. 

L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀŘ ǊŜǇΣ ǳƴŦŀƛǊƭȅΤ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǾŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƪŜŜǇΦ 

We were verbally hammered for what seemed like two hours (during which time I noticed that the 

Inspector was flirting outrageously with my mother ς ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ς possibly to get us 

a lighter sentence. I marvelled at her self-sacrifice, like a French Resistance worker consorting with 

the Nazis to save her colleagues). We were released with warnings, dodged the paps and sped off in 

an unmarked car, with darkened windows. As this was 1956, when glass only came in two forms, clear 

and frosted, I may have imagined that bit. 

.ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ !ǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳƛƭǘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŜƴŘǳǊŜŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ Ƴȅ ŘŜŀǊ CŀǘƘŜǊ 

ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƛƭŜ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜΥ   ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ L Ǝƻǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ Ǉƻǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛƴ 

that same pillar box. It was to the tax people and there was a lot of money involved ς LΩǾŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ 

ƭƻǎǘ ŀ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜΗέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ a deception, solely for the purpose of punishing me with an extra helping of 

pure industrial strength guilt. It was a couple of years later that I realised this, that in those days there 

were 3 or 4 collections a day and his envelope would have been long gone by the time we got busy 

with the matches ς and nobody sends cash to the Revenue, anyway. Thanks, what a splendid example 

of honesty you do set.  
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8                         IN THE HEART OF THE FAMILY 

 

My father had his first heart attack when he was 37. It was a watershed in his life, in a way that I 

understand better now that I have had my own coronary adventure. What it does is to introduce a 

note of doubt into your life where none or little existed before: the possibility that at any time you 

could have an arrest ς because you have already shown that potential ς and it may be somewhere 

that help is not available, or that involves extra dangers: driving a car, swimming, in the night (now 

LΩƳ ǎŎŀǊƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǊƳŀƭΣ ƻǊ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ 

fear so that it becomes a parody of normality. 

Lƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŦŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎe point. Before agreeing 

to do something (a walk, an expedition, a game on the beach) he had to check back to Mission Control 

ǘƻ ŀǎŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ Ψŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƛŘŜŀΩΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƭƛƪŜŘ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ 

example beach cricket seemed to involve less of a hazard, even over a long period, whereas swimming 

and sandcastles, which held no interest for him, invariably were abandoned quite quickly. He would 

retire to a deckchair with a grave expression on his face, and sometimes a hand placed lightly across 

the upper thorax. It was apparently unnecessary to summon the medics and their defibrillator: 30 

ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΩ ǳƴƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘŜŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜ DǳŀǊŘƛŀƴ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛŎƪΦ 

If some of these manifestations were ς how shall I say ς not exactly life-threatening, that does not 

mean that the underlying condition was fictitious. He had contracted rheumatic fever as a child (often 

linked to later heart problems) as had his brother who also died of a heart attack, in old age. Two other 

siblings also had heart trouble, suggesting a congenital problem, later identified in me as significantly 

narrowed coronary arteries. 

bƻǿ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ someone acting up every now and then, particularly when there is a 

significant underlying reason that involves high emotion. I could try and deny this in myself, but then 

I might glance up and see the mantelpiece full of Oscars, Baftas and Emmys, and have to put my hand 

ǳǇ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ ²ƘŜǊŜ L Řƻ ŦŜŜƭ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǿŀȅΣ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘhe issue 

overshadow our family life, for which there was no need, and crucially, bludgeoning my sister and I 

over the head with the threat of his possible death as a disciplinary technique. Thirdly, my mother was 

co-opted into this system and finished up doing most of the bludgeoning for him. My parents had a 

wonderful relationship; the thing that they both feared more than anything else was the death of the 

other. I suppose it was quite natural for her to represent his interests, because they were also hers: 

keeping him alive. But there is something, I think, very wrong about securing obedience from young 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά¸ƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǳǇǎŜǘǎ ȅƻǳr ŦŀǘƘŜǊέ ǿƘŜƴ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ 

ǳƴǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŀŘƧǳƴŎǘ άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜέΦ  

9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ƪƛŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŀǎ ŀ 

recommendation in many child-rearing manuals. It does work though.                                                           
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9                              HOLIDAY SNAPS 

 

Going on family holiday:  before the motorways these journeys were protracted and exhausting and 

children do not have patience, nor any great interest in scenery, so that just leaves squabbling to pass 

the time. My sister and I did this rather a lot because I was a really irritating little brother and she was 

a really bossy mouthy older sister. Sometimes the squabbling started before we had even got in the 

car. Once we had a race from the house to the car to bag the front passenger seat, I won comfortably 

and to demonstrate my casual superiority, slammed the car door after me. Sadly, part of my sister was 

almost as fast as me and was inside the car as the door closed and offered some resistance. Of course 

my sister made an awful fuss about it, screaming and shouting like a drama queen, just because I had 

come close to severing her leg at the knee. Honestly. Girls - what can you say? 

My mother always made a lot of food for the journey: some of those trips to North Wales or to 

/ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ т ƘƻǳǊǎ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ŎƻƴƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘǊǳƴƪ ǊƻŀŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘ ǿŜ 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƴƻǘ ǎǘƻǇǇƛƴƎΩ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IƛƎƘǿŀȅ /ƻŘŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿŀȅ 

of doing things. So we ate as we drove, often asking for the first instalment of food soon after the end 

of our road, finishing it all before halfway, leaving the rest of the journey as an alimentary wasteland, 

the only possible movement of food being in the wrong direction, either through erratic driving or 

attention seeking. 

We went to a cheap hotel in Shanklin, Isle of Wight for three years running (remind me to write a book 

ƻƴ ¢ƘŜ /ǳƭǘ ƻŦ wŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ IƻƭƛŘŀȅύΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜŘȅ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅΣ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǉǳŜŀƪȅ ŎƭŜŀƴΦ 

In an old property a bit of dirt can be quite authentic and charming and this was very, very charming 

in that way. There was a games-room, which we loved, but it was draped, floor to ceiling, in spidery 

cobwebs and was full of the scent of old geraniums. You could look to the other end of the ping-pong 

table and just make out Miss Havisham, about to serve. We made friends on the beach, a Brummie 

family who we played with or flirted with, depending on age and gender. 

We had several holidays in N.Wales, West Wales, Devon and Cornwall, invariably in caravans. Now 

although they are held to be a bit naff, I always enjoyed caravans, I think most kids do. Compared with 

ŎŀƳǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ŏƻǎȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿƛǇŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ 

ǿŀȅ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƭƻƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ ǎƻƭƛǘŀǊȅ 

confinement. Or murder. Aside from reading there are only bored games (sic).  I did wonder, though, 

ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀŘ ŎƘŜŀǇ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǿƘƻ ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ ƴƛŎŜ ƘƻǘŜƭǎ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

like us. 

Nothing in the Real World ever happened while we were on holiday because it was usually August, 

ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŘƻŜǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǎŀŦŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅΣ ǘƻƻΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ 

ǎƻƳŜ ōǳŦŦƻƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƎǊŀƴŘŜǳǊ ƴƻŘŘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƭƭŜǊΦ hǊ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǎƻ ŀŘŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƴŜǿǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿΥ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ ¢± ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭǎ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘing for a 

portion of the day and the news was about another planet, presented by people trying to sound like 

Joyce Grenfell or Prince Charles. As for the notion that one day you could take to the beach a small 

instrument the size of a paperback containing the computing power that then had to be housed in an 

aircraft hangar ς that would have been as ridiculous a notion as a time-travelling police box. 
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But one year, 1958, we were in Looe, Cornwall and I returned from catching a small fish before 

breakfast (thŀǘ ƛǎΣ Ƴȅ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘΣ ƴƻǘ Ƙƛǎύ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻƴΦ ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀ 

wall across the centre of Berlin so that no-ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎέΦ L 

must admit that I struggled to react with the requisite gravity. Unless they had built it right across 

DŜǊƳŀƴȅΣ ǿƘȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƴƛǇ ǊƻǳƴŘΚ άLǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΣέ 

ƘŜ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘΦ  ά²ƛƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜ ŀ ǿŀǊΣ CŀǘƘŜǊΚέ L ǎŀƛŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǘǊŜƳǳƭƻǳǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ LΩŘ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŦƛƭƳΦ 

έLŦ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ aƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ aȅ {ƛǎǘŜǊΣ ŦƻǊ L ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ aŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǎŜέΦ άbƻΣ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƘŀǊǇƭȅ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ōǊŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

self-ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎƛƴƎ ƻŦŦŜǊΣ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘhat serious after all. I went off to the harbour 

to look at eviscerated sharks hanging up. I knew they were dead, still, no point in going right up close, 

just in case. 

We used to organise games of beach cricket. They would 

start off with just the family, and maybe a couple of people 

ǿŜΩŘ ƳŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŀǾŀƴ ǎƛǘŜΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ 

then you would notice a small child standing at the 

imaginary boundary looking wistfully at us, and eventually 

we would welcome him in, and add his name to the batting 

order, which required a book-keeper to maintain. Anybody 

was welcome so long as they went to the bottom of the list, 

and not where they would delay our own accession to the 

crease. So many young children, each some distance from their parents, it might well have been 

ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜǎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ΨǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ 

ōŜ ŀ ǘƻŜƴŀƛƭ ǎƳƻƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ΨDΦ DƭƛǘterΩ ŘƻŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ōŀǘǘƛƴƎ 

order archives. 

These games went on for hours, starting around 11 and stumps being drawn around 6, leaving barely 

enough time to pretend to wash before the evening meal.  My mother was a good cook. Though I 

think I have to mention, in fairness, the time she had a large dinner party at home, and decided to 

serve veal with a topping that included cheese. Processed cheese is never a good choice for any 

purpose, but it had the virtue of being ready sliced, so that she could just lay it on the top of the veal 

and grill it. Unfortunately she neglected to take out the squares of plastic separating the slices. One 

ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƻƭƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦƻƻŘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƛƭƭŜŘ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ 

with cooking rather than softer, and is impossible to chew let alone swallow or digest. Eight people 

simultaneously regurgitating half chewed cheesy plastic on to their plates does take something away 

from the elegance and sophistication of any dinner party, I think. 

So apart from that, she was quite a good cook, but one who became militantly feminist on holiday. 

άLǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅ ǘƻƻΣ ŀƴŘ L Ŏƻƻƪ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǎƻ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƻƴ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅέΣ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŎƻƭƻǳǊƛƴƎ 

ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘΦ  aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŜƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ ά!ƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ȅƻǳ Ŏƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ L ǎƛǘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǊƳŎƘŀƛǊ 

reading the newspaper ς but LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ōƛƎ Ŧǳǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƳ LΚέΦ 

{ƻ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǘ ƻǳǘ ŀ ƭƻǘΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴ ŦƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛǇ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘǎΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ-

handedly responsible for the depletion of North Sea cod stocks, but we would often get Christmas and 

birthday cards from the proprietors, enquiring about our holiday plans for the next year. After eating 

we would wander back to the caravan site, wondering if all the children on the dodgems, rides, slot 

machines and all the other things that we were not allowed to go on, whether they envied us our 

ǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ ǳǇǊƛƎƘǘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƎƻƻŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻƴ ΨǘǊƛǇŜΩΦ tƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ƴƻǘΦ 



 21 

L Řƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŀ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ млΦ ²ŜΩŘ ƳŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨŜƴƎŀƎŜŘΩ 

couple, Alan and Valerie, and he was very nice and played football with me.  Valerie was just gorgeous 

in my eyes, and I doubtless would have had a sexual fantasy about her, had I had the slightest clue as 

to the form and content of such a thing. She also took the trouble to talk to me, which I think is 

something more women should do, even when their conversational partner has absolutely nothing to 

say, like me. I was really smitten, and began to find my games of football with Alan becoming awkward: 

how could I play normally with him while secretly coveting his wife? What would he do if we ran off 

together? I decided to sound out my mother in a roundabout kind of way by telling her that if I was 

ƻƭŘŜǊ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊȅ ±ŀƭŜǊƛŜΦ {ƘŜ ƎǊŀōōŜŘ ŀ ǘƻǿŜƭ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŦŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘely hard to suppress 

ƘŜǊ ƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƪŜǇǘ ǎǉǳŜŜȊƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ōƭǳǎƘ ōǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǿŀǎ 

a cross between tears and the kind of blush that could be mistaken for acute sunburn.  

I decided at this point to concentrate on my football and cricket until such time as my efforts to be 

ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƭŀǳƎƘΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǳƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘΦ 
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10                                        I BLAME THE PARENTS 

 

 

Joan 

 

Joan Leighfield was born to a respectable working class family in Finsbury Park, 

London, in 1916. Her father, Jesse, was a gentle man who died in the Great 

War. Her mother, Clara, was not gentle, nor loved by her daughter. Clara was 

one of three sisters (though even Chekhov would have struggled to make them 

credible characters). In their different ways they were, to use a technical term, 

completely out to lunch. Ranged along a continuum of insanity Annie would 

occupy the milder left-hand end, Clara would be in the middle (on grounds of 

her weird paranoid obsession with concealing the fact that she was a re-

ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǿƛŘƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƘŜǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǳǎŜ ƘŜǊ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎǳǊƴŀƳŜ ς 

not to mention her schizoid ability to support both Spurs and Arsenal on alternate Saturday 

afternoons). But Nellie, appropriately at the far right end, was the real fruitcake, who made the other 

two look almost sane. Nellie was a fully paid-up, marching, fighting, Mosley-loving, member of the 

British Union of Fascists, our black-shirted guardians of racial purity and fomenters of racial hatred. 

/ƻƳŜ ǿŀǊǘƛƳŜΣ bŜƭƭƛŜΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ŜƳōŜƭƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǊƻƻƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

pictures of der Fuhrer, Adolf Hitler. This aroused the interest of the Leigh-on-Sea police who arrested 

her on suspicion of being a spy. She was released when they realised that no-one who talked that 

much, that fanatically would ever achieve the necessary anonymity to be a spy, and that spies 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ so prominently. 

The Three Sisters hated each other. Their three daughters plus cousin Joan were devoted to each 

other. The older sisters spent most of their lives trying to drive wedges between the younger 

generation, telling lies about what they had said about each other to breed an atmosphere of 

resentment and jealousy between them ς like their own. Unlike the older generation, the younger 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ ! Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǿƻǊŘ ŀōƻǳǘ bŜƭƭƛŜΥ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 

best pleased when Joan introduced a Jew into the family circle (my father, Jack). Initially she ostracised 

him. But my father, improbably, could charm the birds out of the trees and she eventually tolerated if 

not accepted him. She even had a little Jack-joke which she ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎƭȅΥ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ά²ŜƭƭΣ 

ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ WŀŎƪ Ƙƛǎ WŜǿέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƭŀǳƎƘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŘǊŀƛƴΦ bƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ Ŧǳƴƴȅ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ WŀŎƪ 

successfully negotiated the contract of white Fascist/Jewish relations to the point of sharing a joke 

does make me wonder whether his charm should have had a wider role in British race relations. 

  

Wƻŀƴ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ǇǊŜǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎΦ {ƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ DǊŜƎƎΩǎ 

Secretarial College in Hornsey with two distinctions: she leapfrogged the typing-pool and landed 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǎǎΩǎ ƭŀǇΣ ǎƻ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻǎǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ a5 ƻŦ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ WƻŀƴΩǎ 

position was a responsible one, and very unusual: most young women had to serve time copy-typing 

before they became secretaries.  The other distinction was that for both aesthetic reasons, and to 

serve as a role-ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜƎƎΩǎ 
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Prospectus. Aesthetic? By any standards my mother was quite a beauty: amazing skin, full hair, potent 

blue eyes and a figure that Marilyn Monroe might have enviedΦ aƛƴŘŦǳƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘŜ ƻŦ hŜŘƛǇǳǎΣ LΩƭƭ 

leave it at that.                                 

hƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊ ό/ƭŀǊŀΩǎύ ǊŜŘŜŜƳƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ όŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ƘŀƭŦ ƘŜǊ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ 

willingness to make me egg and chips on any and every occasion) was her staunch Labour politics, and 

the Harringay Labour Machine operated from her front room. She was always looking for volunteers 

and was very gabby so frequently brought back new recruits. One day, around election time, she 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜƳƛǎǘǎ ǿƘƻΩŘ ŘƻƴŜ 

lots of political work in South Wales (then one of the proper evangelical centres of socialism) and he 

seemed very nice.    He duly came, fell in love with her daughter, and the rest is history ς or mystery 

because superficially they were not well-matched.  Joan was the Beauty, no question, but while he 

was not the Beast, neither was he terribly attractive: not tall, not well built (in Port Talbot he had been 

known as The White Gandhi) and through some unfortunate childhood nasal surgery had a nose which 

would have been more than ample for two faces.  That old familiar adage: if you have enough to say 

for yourself, say the right ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǎƘ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ !ǊǎŜƴŀƭΣ 

you can put yourself across as a marriageable prospect. 

 

Jack 

WŀŎƪΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ aƻǊǊƛǎ ŀƴŘ wƻǎŜ aƛƭƴŜǊΣ ŜƳƛƎǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ YƻǾƴƻΣ [ƛǘƘǳŀƴƛŀ  (now Kaunas) around the 

turn of the century. They begat Harry (Aaron), Ephraim, Isidor, Esther, Jacob and Eve, and they settled 

in Port Talbot, South Wales where there was already a small Jewish population. Jack was born in 1911, 

the year before the Titanic sank. Morris is listed as a general dealer and picture 

frame maker. He was also a tallyman, someone who lent money or extended 

credit. Accounts vary: he was definitely a bit of a gambler and may also have liked 

a drink. It sounds as though the combination of all these things might make the 

Financial Services Authority prick up their ears. Morris is not talked about as a 

strong figure, Rose being the driving force behind the family and the household. 

The children clearly 

adored her: ά!ƭƭ WŜǿƛǎƘ 

mothers are saints, but by saints she was a 

ǎŀƛƴǘέΣ Harry once said to me in a brief 

period of family reconciliation. It was a 

household which placed great store by 

education. Nearly all the children went into 

ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ΨōŀǘƻƴΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 

Harry won a Jesse Boot scholarship (1 of 

only 2 in the country) to Nottingham 

University to study Chemistry, graduated, 

got a job, and supported the next one through college. And so on. This, for me, is an impressive 

heritage: that these Lithuanian Jews should go from poor non-English-speaking immigrants to 

professionals in one generation, simply by dint of hard work and their willingness to help each other 

up the pole. Particularly when they had only come here to claim benefits, obviously. 

While Jack waited his turn he became apprenticed to a pharmacist, Mr Illtyd Rees of Port Talbot. He 

did his share of serving and sweeping, making pills and unguents and even preparing suppositories. 

Not many people can claim that, but you never know when it might come in handy. Jack spent his 
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evenings reading and doing political work for the Independent Labour Party, a grouping to the left of 

the mainstream Labour Party and with a more radical agenda. 

aƻǊǊƛǎ ŘƛŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅΦ wƻǎŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƻ ōŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜŘ о ǿŜŜƪǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ΨƻŦ ŀ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ƘŜŀǊǘΩΦ IŀǊǊȅ ŀǎ ƴŜǿ 

head of the family took the decision to move them all to London, where work might be more plentiful 

as the Depression was cutting swathes through opportunities in South Wales. 

It seems that Jack was the least religious of the family and had always been predicted as the one most 

likely to leave the fold. In London with the incentive of marrying Joan and a new life, that is what 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǿŀǊƳƭȅ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜŘ ōȅ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ Ŏǳǘ ŀŘǊƛŦǘΦ 

A plague on both your houses would be overstating it, but they were conscious of how religion could 

divide them, and preferred each other to the rites and rituals of church or synagogue. 

!ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ WŀŎƪ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΥ ƘŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǇŀǎǎΩΣ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜƴƻǳƴŎŜ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ 

by default but to renounce his Jewishness, actively; to deny his ethnic identity to everyone and 

become a non-Jew, a goy. This was a decision which would resonate through the rest of his life, 

discordantly.  People have viewed it in very different ways. For me it was as profoundly dishonest as 

it was craven, and ironically, had Hitler crossed the Channel, it would not have saved him. This is a 

harsh judgement but not unfair: to keep this secret was to perpetrate a fundamental deceit upon his 

children; it was not only an abuse of power, but an appalling example to us. For me the deception (for 

we were never told of our ethnicity, but discovered it by accident) undermined my trust in him and in 

Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊŘύ ƭƻƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘΦ ό{ŜŜΥ Імп Ψ¢ƻ ǘƘƛƴŜ ƻǿƴ ǎŜƭŦΩύΦ 

But all of this was offstage. In the limelight was a remarkably successful marriage and a family life 

which was happy to all intents and purposes. Jack and Joan loved each other to death, literally. They 

were as much in love in 1993 when he died of his third heart attack as they were in 1938 when they 

married ς and Neville Chamberlain stepped out of the plane waving that piece of paper (said to be the 

aƛƭƴŜǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜύ ŘŜŎƭŀǊƛƴƎ ΨtŜŀŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ¢ƛƳŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŀƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƻǳƎƘǎΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ 

ōǳǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƻǊ ōŀǎƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘΦ !ƴŘ 

they were never self-conscious about it, never inhibited by the presence of others.  

In the year before he died I took them to the 

theatre in the West End. I arrived at the meeting 

place first and was able to spot them walking 

towards me down Regent Street.  At 83 and 78, 

there they were walking down the street, holding 

hands like teenagers, everything about their stride 

ŀƴŘ ōƻŘȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άǿŜΩǊŜ ƻƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ŎŀǊŜΣ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǾŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘέΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ issues 

over the years, I felt proud of them. I once asked 

Joan what she thought was the secret of their very 

ƘŀǇǇȅ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΦ {ƘŜ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪΥ άhƘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 

ŜŀǎȅΦ L ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ ƻƭŘ-fashioned word, but I think 

ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŎƘŜǊƛǎƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέΦ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŜȄǘǊŀ ƳŜŀƴing in that word, 

cherish: not just love or even adore, not just look after and watch over, not just celebrate and value 

but all of those things, everything you would want to feel for your partner, and for them to feel for 

you.  You may think that this marǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƘŀǊŘ ŀŎǘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ 

One of them managed it and the other could not be faulted for the number of failed attempts. Sob. 
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11                                PARK LIFE 

 

Oakwood Park was our garden and our playground. Our houses backed onto it and we could dispense 

with the walk round to the gates by just dropping over the fence at the bottom of my garden, into the 

shrubbery below. For some reason this was forbidden, whether by parental or Council diktat L ŘƻƴΩǘ 

know. Either way it was another case of double standards as my father and his friends always took 

this shorter route to the tennis courts. The earth between the bushes became compressed, so there 

was the forensic evidence from which I could grass him up. It was not a code of honour which stopped 

me: it was the prospect of my Eagle comic being cancelled as we struggled to make ends meet while 

he languished in HMP Dartmoor. 

D and I hardly used our own gardens and sideways: The Park always beckoned, it was a great open 

space, well away from parental eyes ς ŀƴŘ ǾƻƛŎŜǎΥ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŀ ǇƭŀƛƴǘƛǾŜ ǎǳƳƳƻƴǎ ǘƻ ΨŘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ǳǇΩΣ ƻǊ ΨǘƛŘȅ ȅƻǳǊ ǊƻƻƳΩ ǿŜƴǘ 

unheeded. We would hang out by The Log, a huge felled tree trunk on its side, about 30 feet long with 

a 5 foot diameter at its uprooted base, that little boys could re-cast as a ship, a plane, a dinosaur or 

ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻǇ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ Ŧŀƴǘŀǎȅ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ƎǊŜen-

screen, but I would still guess that any kids anywhere could enjoy this natural climbing frame and 

fantasy stimulus. It was less popular with parents than their kids: injuries were frequent as sharp 

outgrowths snagged clothes or flesh, and falls at the thicker end of the trunk broke limbs from time 

to time. Obviously it was far too enjoyable for Health & Safety to leave there indefinitely. 

¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ tŀǾƛƭƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŦŀǊ ōƛƎƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƻ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀ 

small sweet counter and tea and coffee urnsΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪƛŘǎΩ ŘǊƛƴƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭǳǊƛŘΥ ŀnti-freeze fluorescent green, 

toothpaste blue, Orange orange, these were the additives-only colours of the fizzy beverages on sale; 

they looked lethal, in an early anticipation of Dr. WƛƳ WƻƴŜǎΩ Kool-Aid cocktail and perhaps even the 

Dignitas sleeping-draught. Later the very same liquids were used in lava lamps. The sweets were hardly 

ŀƴȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ ¸ƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ΨŎƘŜǿΩ ŦƻǊ н penceΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ƛƴ ŀƴ у ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΣ ƴƻǘ 

without involuntary orthodontics. And the material bore a resemblance to pink carbon fibre, so that 

it had to be accommodated in the mouth for several minutes and marinated in saliva, before there 

was the slightest chance of even leaving a tooth-mark on it. You had to be brave to take on one of 

these. And hard-bitten. Apparently the manufacturers planned to withdraw these chews in the 60s, 

but they were saved by a petition from the British Dental Association which claimed that this would 

destroy the livelihood of many of their members and fundamentally undermine their pension plan. 

I liked the Fruit Salad chews, four a penny, which were softer, but the material had never been 

anywhere near a pip, stem or leaf, nor did they resemble the fruit salads my mother used to make 

with far too much sour apple and not enough of everything else. Rather than the fruit of orchards, the 

ingredients were delivered to the factory in Wigan by ICI tankers, and children could never claim that 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘΣ ΨǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ р-a-ŘŀȅΩΦ 

The second most popular activity in the park was football. Sometimes we could get big proper games 

together, 8-a-side or even 13, but usually it was just the two of us, bickering about who was going to 

be Danny Blanchflower. We used to play for hours on end, often missing mealtimes, but afraid to 

answer the calls lest they turned out to be calls to chores. My mother insisted on a flag system which 

ǿŀǎ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƻ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘ ǎƻ ǿŜ ǎǘǳŦŦŜŘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊΩǎ Řǳǎǘōƛƴ ŀƴŘ 

claƛƳŜŘ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ Ψōƭƻǿƴ ŀǿŀȅΩΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘƻǳōǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴΩǎ 
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word (hard to believe, I know) and her eyes followed us out of the room like Inspector Jack Reagan 

ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά5ƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǊǊȅΣ ǎǳƴǎƘƛƴŜΣ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ LΩƭƭ ΨŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέΦ 

ά!ƴŘ ƛǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΧΦΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

could play unsupervised and unmolested while busy housewives cleaned and cooked in their neat 

semis around the perimeter. And yet. As the memories dropped into place for this piece, one was a 

little reluctant to take a bow. Then it snapped open, as it were, in a flash. D and I had been circulating 

the park on our bikes for some time, doing laps on our professional racing bikes, his repainted by a 

mouth-ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘΣ ƳƛƴŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎΣ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ōƛƪŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŎǊƻǎǎōŀǊΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ 

ōŀǎƪŜǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎŜǘ ŦƛǊŜ ǘƻ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ƻŦŦ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

with our two heavily-disguised Claud Butler machines, deciding to do one more lap before it got dark, 

for ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜΩŘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜΦ ²Ŝ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻŦŦ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘ 

off at a good pace; but it might well have been the 20th lap of the day and so the pace soon slowed. 

All the while the dusk was falling with more determination and by the time we finished, dropped our 

bikes and fell into the shelter for a rest, it was quite murky. It soon became clear that we had a 

companion in the shelter. He fidgeted and said, almost wŜŀǊƛƭȅ άL ōŜǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ŀǎ ōƛƎ ŀǎ 

ǘƘƛǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜΚέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀǇ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ Ŧƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŜǊŜŎǘ ǇŜƴƛǎΦ ²Ŝƭƭ 

L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŦŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΥ ǿŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘΣ ƴƻǊ ǎƛƴŎŜΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘƭŜǎǎ 

brief viewings in football changing rooms. But without going too far into tasteless detail, the truly 

remarkable thing was not its overall length, but the girth: you could have covered it in icing sugar and 

put it on a Sunday tea-time table and its impersonation of a family size Swiss roll would have lasted 

till someone tried to cut it. 

²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǇƭȅΣ ǿŜ ǊŀƴΣ ǎŎǊŀƳōƭŜŘ ƻƴǘƻ ƻǳǊ ōƛƪŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŘŀƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ 

before. We looked back once, when we stopped for breath, and there he was, doing up his trousers 

as he scuttled out of the park gate, fleeing retribution. We told our parents in the certain knowledge 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ΨƻǳǊ ŦŀǳƭǘΩ ŦƻǊ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ 

a long time. They phoned the pƻƭƛŎŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǘŎƘ ƘƛƳΦ ²Ƙȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ 

ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΚ /ŀǇǘǳǊŜ ƘƛƳ ƻƴ ŀ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ L5ΩŘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ {ǿƛǎǎ 

Roll, and brought to the evidence to court in our pockets. Not to mention our disbelieving popularity 

in the playground, like two David Attenboroughs, bringing home some exotic reptile from the Tropics. 
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12                      SCOUTING FOR BOYS 

 

L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ²ƻƭŦ /ǳōΦ LǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƻǿƴŜŘ 

one of the first DIY electric drills which was also, coincidentally, called a Wolf Cub (before the Black & 

Decker hegemony gained its grip on the market). But as soon as I established that I would not have to 

get the bit between my teeth and be driven into walls I joined the organisation with enthusiasm. I 

liked the whole thing. Having a uniform was good; learning to roll and tie your scarf was frankly 

baffling: not the process, the purpose, because it was purely for decoration, and within the spare and 

sparse aesthetic of the rest of the uniform, a teensy bit camp, you might say, if you were given to bad 

puns. And as for the woggle: what a gift did Baden Powell bestow on the Benny Hills of this world: so 

very few words have such a built-in smirk value. I enjoyed the Protestant Ethic of working hard to 

acquire skills and the capitalist principle of being rewarded with small fabric badges depicting the skill, 

which your mother was supposed to sew on to your sweater. I supposed boys without mothers or who 

had feminist mothers had to manage with Copydex, slightly humiliating as the badges were not 

supposed to have white edges, nor fall off during solemn cub ceremonies. I accumulated these things 

ŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘƘƛƳōƭŜ ǎǳŎŎǳƳōŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜǘŀƭ ŦŀǘƛƎǳŜΦ  LΩƳ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ Ŏǳō 

strives for, the counterpart of our badges for knot-tying and map-reading etc. Possibly Velcro use, and 

Satnav setting, with more advanced skill levels in Photo-shopping, group facilitation and massacre 

counselling. 

LΩƳ ŀǎƘŀƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ƭƛƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊƛǎƳ-lite of the Cubs. But kids do like hierarchical 

organisations in which they know their place ς be it ever so lowly ς and can see a clear path to 

betterment through promotion, based on diligence, obedience and loyalty. What a wonderful model 

for a society, by coincidence. Anyway, my early lust for power and status saw me rise through the 

ranks quite quickly (perhaps the cŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

ƻƴ ŀƴȅƻƴŜΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǳǇύΦ L ǎƻƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ {ƛȄŜǊΦ ! ǿƻƭŦ Ŏǳō ǇŀŎƪ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ 

ǎƛȄ ōƻȅǎΣ ŜŀŎƘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ ΨǎƛȄΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛȄŜǊ ǿŀǎ the leader, though 

ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǘǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǊΥ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ŀ ΨǎƛȄŜǊΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǎƛȄŜǎ 

people or things ς ƻƘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ ²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΣ L Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘ ƻƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǊƻǎŜ ǘƻ 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ {ŜƴƛƻǊ {ƛȄŜǊΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ have the concept of capo di capo in those days but I felt like the 

nearest thing to it Oakwood N14 had yet seen. Only without the violence, just a very becoming wisdom 

and gravitas. I was practically management, and certainly management material.  One privilege 

ŀǘǘŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀŘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ς surely something 

to do with campfires or logs (this was pre Health and Safety) but every evening used to start with a 

whole pack session, the most solemn part of wƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻΧΧΦΦƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ 

much really, and all expressed in ritual acronym shouting: 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ {ƛȄŜǊΥ  ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ 5¸. 5¸. 5¸.     ό5ƻ ¸ƻǳǊ .Ŝǎǘύ 

tŀŎƪΥ  ²ŜΩƭƭ 5h. 5h. 5h.     ό5ƻ hǳǊ .Ŝǎǘύ 

¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ǊƻƭŜΣ ŀnd how very easy it would be to get it the wrong way 

round in the heat of the moment. And how very difficult to come up with a mnemonic to help 

remember. 

During my term of office there was a Scout and Cub camp which the oldest cubs were allowed to go 

on. Naturally, I wanted to go because this was what it was all about. Who knows, one might actually 
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get to tie a knot for a purpose? This bit is very hard for me to write, almost exactly 60 years on: on the 

first night in camp, I wet my sleeping bag.  The shame; the humiliation; and as a Senior Sixer, too. 

I sought out the Scoutmaster early next morning, who kept telling me to speak up, until he got the 

message when he became very soft and kind. He told me to pretend to have a stomach upset and stay 

behind when ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜƴǘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ŀ ƘƛƪŜ άŀƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǎƻǊǘ ƛǘ ƻǳǘέΦ {ƻ L ŎƻƳǇƭƛŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƭŦ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ 

later, with the camp emptied, we hung the bag up to dry out on a large bush. And I was still very upset, 

so he put his arm round my shoulder and comforted me. He sat down in a folding chair and gestured 

ƳŜ ǘƻ ǎƛǘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀǇΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴΧΧΦΦǘƘŜ ǘŀǇŜ ƎƻŜǎ ōƭŀƴƪΦ !ƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅΥ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƭƻǎǎΣ 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƴƛŀƭΣ ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΚ ¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŀƭƛŜƴǘ ŦŀŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

tell my parents. 

It would be only too easy to fill in the blank in the tape: that is what may happen in reconstructed 

memories ς which can sometimes feel as real as the real thing ς hence the powerful emotion and 

conviction of someone who feels they have been abused in childhood. These are murky waters: on 

the one hand a victim may be unjustly disbelieved: on the other an innocent and kindly person may 

ōŜ ΨŦǊŀƳŜŘΩΣ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƛƴƎƭȅ ƻƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ƘŜƭǇ ƻǊ 

sympathy. Sometimes a finger may be put on the scales, by an individual or by the culture. 

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ Ψ{ŎƻǳǘƳŀǎǘŜǊΩ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳ ŦƻǊ ǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƘǳƳƻǳǊΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ 

one of those nudge nudge, wink wink kinds of reference. It was a kind of stereotype. Stereotypes have 

long had a bad press, being almost synonymous with prejudice and racism, for example. It is true that 

they are an important part of prejudice, but they are not the same thing. A stereotype is simply an 

overgeneralisation: for example, that all ²ŜƭǎƘƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǾƻƛŎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘΦ  .ǳǘ ƛŦ 

we could show that 60% do, compared to 42% of Italians, and 13% of Ethiopians, there would be some 

small justification for the stereotype as something which differentiated the Welsh from other groups. 

¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ƻƴŜ ²ŜƭǎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  {ŎƻǳǘƳŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

tarred with the stereotype of paedophile, and there have been convictions of scoutmasters for 

paedophilia. This is why we can so readily fill in the blank part of my experience with a strong suspicion 

of abuse ς ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘΦ 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦ LŦ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻƴ ƛǘ LΩŘ ƎǳŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀȅōŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƛƴƻǊ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ L 

rebuffed and it ended in apology and mutual embarrassment. Why? Because I think I remember that 

he was prosecuted a couple of years later for abuse, and that somehow tips the balance slightly.  But 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΧΧΦΦŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜŘ ƳŜΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ƻǊ ŜǾŜǊΦ hƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ L 

am absolutely certain of, though, is that I have not thought about the incident from that day to this. 

Why am I opening the hidden archive, this one with a door shut tight for over half a century? Because 

LΩƳ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ /ǳōǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘ ǾƻǊǘŜȄ ƻŦ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ōŀŎk, demanding to 

be filled. 

Did I encourage him? Was I only too ready to be cuddled and comforted, because I was away from 

home and my parents, the usual comforters, and I was miserable and frightened of being shamed in 

front of the other boys. But some would argue this is irrelevant: it is not possible for a young boy to 

ΨǎŜŘǳŎŜΩ ŀƴ ƻƭŘŜǊ Ƴŀƴ ƛŦ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǳƴǿƛƭƭƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭΦ ¢ƻ ƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

most concerning thing: why the blank in the tape, when I can clearly remember everything before and 

after the incident? I could tell you the exact colour of the sleeping bag; I can recall him being a smoker 

and smelling it about him; that there were spots of rain and I worried that it would rain hard and the 

troop return. But absolutely nothing from the moment he pulled up a folding chair and sat me on his 

lap.   
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13                               WHITE HART LANE 

 

L ƴŀƎƎŜŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ǘƻ {ǇǳǊǎΦ IŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ 

ǊǳƎōȅ Ƴŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƻǊ ǳnderstand football so when I broached it, the newspaper came up. Odd 

in a way, because it is essentially a simple game and you can enjoy it without being able to understand 

the offside law, or explain why a 4-3-3 formation may be fine at home but at Anfield, Old Trafford, the 

Emirates or the Etihad, it is tantamount to a suicide note written in your own blood. It might have 

ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ WŜǿǎ ŘƛŘ ς but how 

ironic was that, as his son had picked the most Jewish-ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ Ŏƭǳō ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ όLΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ 

Arsenal, they are not strictly kosher). Or maybe that was the problem: he feared being exposed and 

marched out of the Gents with a yarmulke on his head, crudely constructed from a hot dog wrapper, 

and forcibly ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƻǳŎƘƭƛƴŜ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ άLŦ L ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ƳŀƴΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ōǳȅ ¢ƘŜ {ǇǳǊǎ ŀ 

ŘŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǘǊƛƪŜǊ ǎƻƻƴέΦ ¸ŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƛǘΦ 

I knew a great deal about football, but it was mostly theoretical. I was at that age when boys in 

particular become totally obsessive about something and read everything they can get hold of about 

it, many times, virtually committing it to memory. So ask me where Carlisle United play and I would 

rattle off Brunton Park, capacity 16,683, and throw in the club badge and motto for good measure. 

On one of these fact-finding sweeps I came across the information that Danny Blanchflower, captain 

of Tottenham Hotspur, lived in a Club house in Southgate, just down the road. So why stand at the 

club gates on ƳŀǘŎƘ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƘǊǳǎǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǳǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ōƻƻƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊ ǿƛƴdows. Do a home 

visit instead. D and I reasoned that there would be quite a small selection of Blanchflowers living in 

Southgate, and in the telephone book, and there was precisely one, initial D, 62 Morton Way, N.14. 

²Ŝ ŎȅŎƭŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ōƻƭŘƭȅ ǿŜƴǘΧǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ŘƻƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ǎŜƳƛΦ IŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

door, invited us in and we sat round his kitchen table drinking instant coffee with a side of digestives, 

and asking questions tƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ƻǳǊ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

ƘǳǊǊȅ ǳǎ ƻǳǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΩǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ  

Blanchflower was a brilliant player, a captain on and off the field and something of an intellectual. He 

went on to lead the Double-winning side of 1960-61 (collecting the League title and the FA Cup in the 

same season, the first time any club had done this since 1897). After retirement he wrote a regular 

column in the Sunday Express which slightly tarnishes his imaƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻōƻŘȅΩǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΦ !ƴŘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ 

other respect he was a Gent. 

{ƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ {ǘŀƴ I ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ŀǘ ²ƘƛǘŜ IŀǊǘ [ŀƴŜΦ 

Adrenaline flowed, sleep was lost, food refused, in the build-up to what felt like the biggest day of my 

life: actually, it probably was. Walking to the ground, picking up the pace of the fans streaming along 

the pavements, a dark blue and white trickle then stream and finally, inside the ground, that great sea 

of people, 50 times more than I had ever seen gathered in one place . The noise and the excitement 

sucked you in, dissolved you, losing you in the identity and the emotions of the mass. There is nothing 

like it, and I have to say that whoever I have taken with me to White Hart Lane, however uninterested 

in football, have been bowled over by the sheer spectacle, particularly at night matches. 

My involvement lapsed in the mid-слǎΤ ŀǿŀȅ ƛƴ /ŀǊŘƛŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ .ǊƛǎǘƻƭΣ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŀƴŎȅ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ 

to thoughts of sex, radical politics, rock music and the enjoyment of learning how to live as an adult 

within the cultural revolution that was taking place. But even before I returned to London in 1974   the 

1970 World Cup re-ignited my love of the game and my Tottenham loyalty.  Soon I was thrashing up 

and down the M4 in my minivan, as often as I could afford to go to home matches in N.17. My 
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attendance has been constant since then, culminating in my first season ticket in 1983, maintained 

ever since, and now cut to half-price as a Senior, by far the biggest discount I have come across in any 

ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ L ŀƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻǳŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭǳō όŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ϻм ƻŦŦ ϻмн ŦƻǊ ŀ {ŜƴƛƻǊΩǎ 

admission to Tate Modern exhibitions). 

Football is occasionally tedious, and if it were always like that it wƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ΨǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ƎŀƳŜΩΣ 

and the most popular game in the world. More often it is engaging and compelling, dramatic, thrilling 

even, and an extraordinary blend of many other disciplines: athleticism, gymnastics, something close 

to dance, intelligence, perception, judgement and anticipation, and of course the pure footballing 

skills of passing, shooting, heading and bringing the ball out of the air, under control. There are players 

who can do all these things supremely well. My personal favourite, Glenn Hoddle would give a weekly 

master-class in these skills and just as he could seemingly make the ball do anything he wished, 

propelling it 40 yards with unerring accuracy, and then feinting and shimmying past 3 or even 4 players 

when he received it back, made the crowd go beyond cheering, to a kind of purr as they voiced this 

ultimate approbation. The Hoddles are rare. How lucky are we at White Hart Lane that we have had a 

whole procession of world class players in recent history, players who would grace any team, 

ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜΣ ŜǾŜǊΣ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǘƘŜǘǎ ΨŜȄǉǳƛǎƛǘŜΩΣ ΨǇŜŜǊƭŜǎǎΩΣ ΨŜƭŜƎŀƴǘΩ Σ ΨǎǳǇǊŜƳŜΩΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ΨǳƴōŜƭƛŜǾŀōƭŜΩΦ [Ŝǘ ƳŜ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǌǳƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀƳŜǎ Ǉŀǎǘ ȅƻǳΥ WŜƴƴƛƴƎǎΣ DƛƭȊŜŀƴΣ 

Greaves, Mackay, Hoddle, Ardiles, Allen, Gascoigne, Lineker, Klinsmann, Ginola, Bale. And, in embryo, 

Kane. Now measure my pulse rate. Exactly. 

Tottenham holds many distinctions: The Double, first English club to win a European trophy, and so 

on. But the most distinctive and weird distinction is to be the first club in the Premier League (or 

probably the world) to be diagnosed as Bi-Polar (aka manic-depressive). Similarly, many Tottenham 

fans have received the same diagnosis as the club, after following the team for a number of years. The 

synchrony is simple and explicable. It is impossible to give your heart and mind to your club, as all 

serious fans do, and not share in and absorb the mood states it provokes. For Tottenham, always, just 

as a spell of brilliant results, adrenaline-charged exciting play, individual virtuosity, and massive 

collective will and endeavour have suckered the crowd into thinking the millennium has come and 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǳǊŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tǊŜƳƛŜǊ [ŜŀƎǳŜ ǘƛǘƭŜΧΧΦǿƘŀǘΚΦΦΦΦΦǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎΚΦΦΦΦΦΦƳŀƴƛŀ 

turns to depression, as elementary errors creep in, needless points are lost, matches presented to 

inferior teams on a plate, injuries mount up, managers lose the dressing room and the confidence of 

the board and the merry-go-round starts up again ς even as we slide down the table a brilliant new 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ŀǊǊƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘƛƳ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜΥ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƘŜΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ 

the present squad, dropping them in and out of the team to see how good or bad they all are; then 

some inspired purchases in the new transfer window, who turn out to be not as good as advertised, 

away from their familiar mates and ways of doing things ς which applies equally to the new manager. 

Some of these things are true of all clubs. For Tottenham in the last couple of decades they have been 

repeated like a compulsion. The absolute nadir of the process was when the chairman appointed a 

ƴŜǿ {ǿƛǎǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƭǳōΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

concerns as soon as he landed at Heathrow by getting on a Tube, not into a taxi, and getting off at 

¢ƻǘǘŜƴƘŀƳ /ƻǳǊǘ wƻŀŘΦ tƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƴǳƎƎŜǘΦ ²ƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜ 

expected to strain every sinew for this clown? But his Christmas present chose itself ς an A-Z. 

 

You gotta laugh. Actually you have got to be able to laugh in order to cope with the slalom of emotion 

at White Hart Lane. We do have a sense of humour and it is probably the most ironic and sarcastic 

crowd in the country, which is a mixed blessing as far as the players are concerned, but usually it has 
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a soft humorous edge. The current favourite occurs during slow or boring passages of a match when 

ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘΦ hƴŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƴƎ όǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘǳƴŜ ƻŦ .ǊŜŀŘ ƻŦ 

IŜŀǾŜƴύ ά[ŜǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎŎƻǊŜŘ ŀ ƎƻŀƭΧ[ŜǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎŎƻǊŜŘ 

a goal!  Whereupon everyone cheers, jumps up and down, and waves scarves, just like they would if 

they had scored.   The opposition fans and one-off visitors look completely baffled.  You have to be 

there. 

When I was 14 I went to the Cup Final and it was also my first ever visit to Wembley. Spurs were 

playing Leicester. They had already won the League and were poised to win the Double: it would be 

an historic monumental success that everyone said would never be achieved in modern times. What 

a day: the tension in the crowd was tangible. More non-believing Tottenham fans prayed to God on 

ǘƘŀǘ Řŀȅ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜΥ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿƛƴΣ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘǳƳōƭŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧŀƭƭ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǎǘ 

hurdle? It was after all, recognised as the greatest team since the War and was expected to go on and 

win everything in sight. Well, they won 2-0. And the team carried the Cup round Wembley like the 

Holy Grail. Let Joy be Unconfined! Did I enjoy it? Did I shout my head off, whirl my scarf around my 

head, jump up and down and generally be a proper Spurs fan? Well, no. None of the above. Because 

my father, Bless him, had obtained my ticket through one of his contacts in the Mafia. For a seat 

situated right in the very middle of the opposition fans from Leicester. So I sat through the whole 

momentous match with my teeth clenched tightly closed and my hands squeezed tightly between my 

thighs, lest I give away my allegiance and bring down the wrath of the burghers of Ashby-de-la-Zouch 

upon my head. In another age this would have been called the shit hitting the fan. 

Two glimpses of the heart of Tottenham help to explain my deep affection for the club, unswerving 

loyalty and intention to walk up the High Road, and have lunch at the Bite-to-Eat, so long as I am more 

or less perpendicular to the ground.  In 1981 Tottenham drew a Cup Final with Manchester City. A 

couple of weeks earlier my #1 stepson, Daniel, aged 7, had done a brilliant drawing of the team (at 

that time, he was obsessed with Spurs, and that obsession got him through a major problem he was 

having with learning to read: he stole my programmes from my coat pocket when I came home from 

the match, and pored over them until he could master every word. (Educationalists please note the 

role of motivation in acquiring reading skills). I had sent the drawing into the club thinking it might 

amuse the players. Three days after the Cup Final and two days before the replay, when you might 

imagine things would be rather busy, we received a letter from Keith Burkinshaw, the manager. It was 

hand-written, it was quite long, it was definitely not mass-produced and most importantly it was a 

sincere and considerate thank you to a little boy for his efforts. It also contained some bits and pieces 

of badges, some team photos, an invitation to come to the ground for a free guided tour, and the good 

ǿƛǎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ όŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǳǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎύ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ΨŎŀǊǘƻƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ !ƭƭΣ 

as I say, in the middle of ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘΦ 

Much later, in a home match against Bolton, we realised with a growing horror that one of their 

players who had fallen to the ground was not getting up. Even at a distance it was clear from the 

ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ōƻŘȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǎǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΥ ƛǘ 

transpired that Fabrice Muamba was having a coronary arrest and that a drama was being played out 

on the green sward stage in front of us. The trainers sprinted across the pitch, desperately urged by 

the players who were themselves acutely distressed, some to the point where they kept looking away, 

unable to watch. Unlike most dramatic events, the crowd became actors, and the Bolton fans started 

to chant MǳŀƳōŀΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǘǘŜƴƘŀƳ Ŧŀƴǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳŎƘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ 

volume because of their greater numbers, so that now the whole stadium resounded with his name. 

Never, ever can there have been this much unity between football fans before. Did Muamba hear, did 

he register this cacophony of support, this immense group will that he should survive? 
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Then two extraordinary things happened: a heart specialist made himself known to the officials, and 

then raced across the pitch to direct operations. And as the CPR started, the crowd took their cue and 

clapped in time to the movements, which were easily visible. It was thunderous, 36,000 people 

clapping in time, willing him to live in the only way they could, and expressing their common humanity. 

It was immensely moving, and nobody who was there will ever forget it. Muamba survived thanks to 

the rapid intervention, the sophisticated equipment and the skills and experience of one heart 

specialist who was also a fan. It would be fanciful to suppose that the fans helped to keep him alive, 

ōǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘΦ Cƻƻǘōŀƭƭ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀŘ its problems from hooliganism 

to crass commercialism, but it has a heart. 

In recent years the club has been transformed. For a while managers came and went like clockwork, 

just like most other clubs. After promising spells by Harry Redknapp and Martin Jol, Mauricio 

tƻŎƘŜǘǘƛƴƻ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΧΦΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƛǘƴŜǎǎ 

never achieved before and coached to play skillful, high-speed football which was highly competitive 

and often beautiful: the fans purred and it could only be a matter of time before trophies followed. 

Massive investment produced the best training facilities in Europe, and then a stunning new Stadium 

which compared well with any in the World. Consistently qualifying for Europe, by finishing in the top 

four of the Premier League, the league title itself eluded the club by narrow margins. Unbelievably, 

ǘƘŜȅ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀƳǇƛƻƴǎΩ [ŜŀƎǳŜ CƛƴŀƭΣ (including two matches which - neutrals agreed - were 

among the best ever seen) they fell in the Final to a bad penalty decision and its aftermath. To be fair, 

their form had been faltering before then, and this was a hammer-blow. A very poor start to the new 

season, and unbelievably Pochettino was sacked. Jose Mourinho was appointed within hours, the man 

who had won everything in sight, across Europe, consistently. While that was true, he had failed in his 

two previous appointments, at Chelsea and Manchester United, leaving both clubs in chaos and low 

morale. 

²ŜΩƭƭ ǎŜŜΧΧ 

  

 

 

14                                    ¢h ¢ILb9 h²b {9[CΧΦΦ 

  

(article published in Multicultural Teaching, 1995) 

 

My childhood was straight out of the pages of Janet and John, it seemed: a respectable well-manicured 

middle class suburb, a professional father who went off to work in a hat, a housewife mother who 

ōŀƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅΣ ŀ ǎŜƳƛ-detached with neat lawns and borders. Much later, 

though, I discovered why these pictures from the childhood readers, frozen in the Fifties, never felt 

comfortable even then. I had never felt quite like John, and my father, far from being a pillar of the 

ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ όŀǎ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴύ ǿŀǎ WŜǿƛǎƘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ 

sister and myself to protect us from anti-Semitism, and to allow us to make up our own minds about 

our faith when we were old enough, my parents said. In this state of ignorance I grew up, passed 

through Church of England schools and sang hymns in Assembly. Everyone else went to Sunday School, 
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so I wanted to. Everyone else had been christened, so I opted to, at the age of eleven. It was the 

perfect opportunity to reveal the alternative, but nothing was said. 

 

My father was one of six children of immigrants from Kovno, Lithuania, around the turn of the century. 

His parents died young and when he married my mother, who was not Jewish, he effectively left his 

family, though how far this was voluntary is hard to determine. Nevertheless it reinforced his 

agnosticism and alienated him from his cultural roots. He left behind him all things Jewish and became, 

ƛƴ {ŀǊǘǊŜΩǎ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀƴ ΩƛƴŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ WŜǿΩΥ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŘŜƴƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǇŀǎǎŜǎΩΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŦŜŀǊ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴǘƛ-Semitism. In North London it still flourished, before black immigration 

brought easier targets for racism. But if the diagnosis was correct, his solution was terribly misjudged. 

L Ŏŀƴ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ΨWŜǿ-ōƻȅǎΩ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

target of merely name-calling, sometimes worse. Because my parents were liberals they brought us 

up not to do these sorts of thing, but it would have been so easy to be dragged into it. Then where 

would I have been when I discovered the truth? As it was, simply the fundamental wrongness of the 

decision appalled me, at so many different levels. It still does. 

 

Perhaps we should have realised without being told. Our surname might have been recognised by 

Jews, but equally there have been ennobled British Imperialists who bore the same name, so it was 

easy to see ourselves as oŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǎǘƻŎƪ όƛŦ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ŀǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊȅύΦ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƴŀƳŜǎ 

were the key: he was Jacob and his siblings were Eve, Esther, Ephraim, Isidor and Harry. Now these 

are not Home Counties Christian names, but still the penny did not drop. We had been told that the 

family had come from Russia originally so there was room for some slightly odd and exotic names. We 

came to know them all to a degree when there was a partial reconciliation coinciding with the head 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ IŀǊǊȅΣ ŀƭǎƻ ΨƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩΦ  Lǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŜΣ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΣ 

dropped the truth around this time, in a conversation in my room. I was surprised, shocked even and 

struggled to conceal it. Very soon afterwards I became quite pleased with my new identity ς but 

distinctly displeased with the deception that had kept it under wraps for so long. I dropped some hints 

ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨŎƻƴŦŜǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ Lǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ 

me that it had all arisen because he wantŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǇŀǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƛǎƭŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ 

do so. 

 

I once asked him why brother Harry was the only one who didnΩt have an Old Testament name and 

what did H.G. stand for in the H.G.Milner sign above his shop in Eltham?  He replied that he had 

changed his name from Aaron Gershon to Harold Gerald (from the beautiful to the banal) and 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜΦ IŀǊǊȅΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ 

me, then and since, the sacrifice of two beautiful names for two of the more mundane ones in the 

English lexicon, speaks more eloquently of the heavy costs of assimilation and acceptance than 

anything else I have encountered. 

 

This enforced ignorance of my Jewishness in childhood was not a privation at the time, nor did the 

discovery in adolescence cause any trauma, though it certainly was a surprise. Perhaps it resulted in 

an artificial emphasis thereafter, a heightened identification with the Jewish intellectuals I met later 

in politics and academic life, and a degree of pride that would not have been acknowledged as 
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ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ōȅ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ WŜǿǎΦ .ȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ƳŜŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ƘŀƭŦ-Jewish according to the 

teachings, because it is a matter of matrilineality. But I am genetically half-Jewish and I would be 

culturally half-WŜǿƛǎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƴƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ birthright. The importance of the loss 

of that cultural heritage should not be underestimated. It was Muhammad Ali who said, of white 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ŦǊƻ-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎΥ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǘƻƻƪ ŀǿŀȅ ƻǳr history and we was a walking dead 

ƳŀƴέΦ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŘŜŀŘ Ƴŀƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊ L Ŏŀƴ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

(which owe nothing to logic, still less to biology or Psychology) and assert that I am half-Jewish, 

because I feel it. Besides, as a student of racism for the last 35 years or so, it is clear to me that much 

of a minority-ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƻǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ IƻƭƻŎŀǳǎǘ ƛǎ 

indelibly inscribed on contemporary Jewish identity, as we know. Had Hitler crossed the Channel all 

those years ago, the debate over my lineage would be sophistry and I would not now be writing this 

article. 

It is absolutely not a matter of re-writing history, of wisdom after event or romanticism when I say 

that I alǿŀȅǎ ŦŜƭǘ ΨŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ ōƻȅǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ L ƪƴŜǿ L ǿŀǎ ƘŀƭŦ-Jewish. I cannot 

specify how or why this was true, but I know that it was. Much later I told a friend at University of my 

background and he replied that he was first surprised, and then relieved to understand why there was 

ΨǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƭƛǾŜΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜΦ L ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ȅŜǘ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ 

 

Before I visited Jerusalem for the first time in 1994, I wondered how it would be, for me. Would I 

connect, feel some profound historical or religious resonance, or simply imagine I did? Jung talked 

about the collective unconscious, and folk memories. Surely such an evocative place would set in 

motion some emotional archaeology, or some echoes of my Jewish ancestry. I should say that I was 

there for a conference not a pilgrimage, and therefore this was not my purpose. In the event it did not 

happen quite like that, though a visit to the Holocaust museum, Yad Vashem brought a shock and an 

unexpected link with the past. Through my work I have seen and read more material on the Holocaust 

than many people, but I was stopped in my tracks, not by some obscene perverted image of death, 

but by one large photograph with a caption describing how these Jews were being rounded up for 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ YƻǾƴƻΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

birthplace, and its name in print, and although that is a trivial matter, in essence, the place 

immediately became a concrete reality, not an unimaginable word in my head, and I felt quite close 

to tears. Two other experiences stand out, above the general delight in being there in one of the most 

breathtaking cities on earth. I had a conversation with an elderly Belgian Jew at his house in the Old 

City in which I told him some of this story. He said nothing but took my hand and arm and in an 

acquaintanceship of twenty minutes made me feel more accepted as a descendant of Jews than 

anyone else has ever done. The other general perception is a politically difficult one: I am certainly no 

Zionist but the demeanour of young Israelis, so comfortable with their sense of self and identity, was 

striking. The contrast with my father, staying silent as some of his closest friends made anti-Semitic 

references around his dinner-table (and the rest of the family died inside) was painful. 

 

What did I miss in my childhood? Culture, primarily: tradition, custom, language, humour, folk-lore, 

cuisine and maybe even religion. Just as importantly, there was a loss, or a misrepresentation, of self, 

properly located in time and place. Not that I was aware of it, of course, and so it was an averagely 

happy childhood in many respects. Only later did I realise that I was not who I had supposed, and that 

I had to start again to construct a different identity. I certainly cannot say that I had the best of both 

worlds, though now perhaps I have the advantage of passing between these worlds with greater ease 
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than many. Sometimes this has unexpected consequences. Because I do not look stereotypically 

Jewish, people who do not know me very well feel free to make anti-Semitic remarks or jokes in front 

ƻŦ ƳŜΣ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ L ŀƳ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘŜŀƳΩΦ wŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ǝƻ Ǉƛƻǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ Ƴȅ ǎǘƻŎƪ-in-trade reply is 

ά{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōŜǎǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ WŜǿƛǎƘέ όƴƻǿ sadly outdated) and proves to be a more effective 

conversation-stopper. 

I regret that I never forgave my late father for his mistake. I still had enormous affection for him, 

enough not to write this piece in his lifetime, however much I have wanted to. Perhaps now that I 

have my own bulging catalogue of flaws and errors, I understand better why he acted as he did. People 

Řƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōǳǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΦ 

In his shop, not far from the BBC my father kept an autograph book for me under the counter to entrap 

the celebrities who passed through. In his beautiful handwriting he had inscribed the first page to me, 

ǿƛǘƘ tƻƭƻƴƛǳǎΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴΣ [ŀŜǊǘŜǎΥ 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƭƭΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛƴŜ ƻǿƴ ǎŜƭŦ ōŜ true, and it must follow as the night the day, thou canst not then 

ōŜ ŦŀƭǎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ƳŀƴέΦ 

Wonderful advice that it has taken me half a lifetime to appreciate and to try to enact. What a pity, 

for both of us, that he was unable to follow it himself. 

 

15                                      CUTTING CREW 

 

I needed a haircut. I really did need a haircut, not because mine was particularly long or unruly, but 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎƳŀǊǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜƭŘŜst 

brother Harry was going to get married, at an advanced age, and my parents had agreed to host the 

reception, at our house. However, the layers of irony beneath this bland topping, if they could be 

expressed in sponge, cream and fresh raspberries, would have decimated any competition in the Great 

British Bake-off contest. And those ironies were indeed delicious. Just two will do, to convey the 

flavour. It had been brother Harry as head of the family who decreed that the family should no longer 

include my ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ŦƻǊ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ŦŀƛǘƘΦ ²ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǊƻƴȅΚ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ōŜ 

marrying out of the Jewish faith. Would he now kick himself out of the family?  My guess is not. 

Secondly, his wife Eve was a far more devout and practising member of the Christian faith than my 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴΥ ǎƻ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ IŀǊǊȅ ǿŀǎ ΨƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜΣ ǿƘƻƭŜƘŜŀǊǘŜŘƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƻǊǘƛƴƎ 

with the genuinely Gentile.  

{ƻ ƻŦŦ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ {ƻǳǘƘƎŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ǘƻ CƛƴƭŀȅΩǎ ǘƘŜ .ŀǊōŜǊǎΣ ƴŜŀǊ ²ƻƻƭǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ Ƴȅ ǘǳǊƴΦ I 

glanced at the photographs of different hairstyles, realised that most of them involved generous 

ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ /ŀǎǘǊƻƭ D¢· ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ ²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ŘŀŘ 

seem to spread oil on their hair like runny butter? It theƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ Ƴȅ ΨǎƘƻǊǘ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ 

ǎƛŘŜǎΩ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǊǘ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǎƛŘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƴǘΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎǊŜǿ Ŏǳǘ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ L ƘŀŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻΣ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ?  It had a logic to it and so I 

was embƻƭŘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ aǊ CƛƴƭŀȅΩǎ ƭƻƴƎΣ ƘŀǊŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ƎŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ 

cause for concern. I kept my eyes closed as it was happening, and not just to keep the hair out. When 

I opened them and saw this diminutive blinking convict returning my stare with increasing alarm, a 

smidgen of doubt tiptoed across my mind. I paid and left. As the bus trundled down Chase Road my 

confidence departed me at the speed of mercury running across ice. 
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I entered our house by the side gate, hoping to scuttƭŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƛŘŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǊƻƻƳΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 

ǿƘŀǘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ŘŜƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜΥ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƛǊ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿΦ aȅ 

mother smelled a rat: she admitted herself to my room by the simple expedient of sweeping aside the 

warŘǊƻōŜΣ ŎƘŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘǊŀǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜŘ L ƘŀŘ ƳŀǎǎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ άhƘ ŘŜŀǊ DƻŘέ όǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

as religious as she got) she said ς ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊΦέ ²ƘȅΚ ²Ƙȅ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǎΚ hƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŘŀȅǎέΦ 

We were joined by my father who seemed to be working off a very similar script, only a bit more 

ƳŜƴŀŎƛƴƎ ά²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿέΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

usually work as a double act but I have to say that they were very effective in convincing me that I was 

the scum of the ŜŀǊǘƘ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ Ǌǳƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŘŀȅΦ 

IŀǊǊȅ ŀƴŘ 9ǾŜ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ 9ǾŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƘŜŀŘ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ 

forbidding: she had probably campaigned for the return of capital punishment for infant school 

dyslexics. As she held my hand ς so tightly that I was near to losing bladder control ς and assured me 

that it was alright ς she had a rictus smile which suggested that someone may have stuck a golf club 

right up into her small intestine, but she was required not to let on. We feared for Harry. 

What was the problem? What was so very, very bad about a crew-ŎǳǘΚ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ LΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ 

with a Mohican. You have to understand that this was the early 50s and for various reasons there was 

still a lot of anti-Americanism about ς and the crewcut was part of the uniform of the American 

military: crewcut = Yank. Although they helped us win the war ς ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

them, they were latecomers, staying out while we were taking all the punishment, fighting alone ς 

and then they seemed to want to take all the credit for the victory. Even during the war they lorded it 

over us, alienating us in our own country, stealing our women, buying them with chocolate and nylons 

and gum, while their menfoƭƪ ŦƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōǊƻŀŘΦ έhǾŜǊŦŜŘΣ ƻǾŜǊǇŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ƘŜǊŜέ ς that was the 

problem with the Yanks. And their mainland was largely untouched, while ours was bombed into near-

submission. Whole tracts of London were razed to the ground while a handful of bombs fell on the 

U.S. And after the war we were on our knees, short of everything, while America prospered. Wealth, 

Ŧǳƭƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ōƛƎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΣ ŦƭŀǎƘ ŎŀǊǎΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜΣ ƭƻǾƛƴƎƭȅ 

portrayed on television and in the movies from the Hollywood Dream Factory. 

So the ultimate badge of Yankiness was not a good look around then. Most of all it was somehow seen 

as discordant, even disruptive, on this special day and yet nobody recoiled from me or ostracised me 

so maybe my parents got it wrong, ovŜǊǊŜŀŎǘŜŘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀŘƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

be. It all went smoothly although one of the speeches was odd. My father was Best Man and his speech 

was typical: quite polished, some horrible puns, and no temptation to make risqué jokes about 

bedroom Olympics which would have been inappropriate to the point of tastelessness given the 

ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΩƘŀǇǇȅ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩΦ IŀǊǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǇƭȅ ǿŀǎ ŘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǘƭŜΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΦ 

Then a young friend of his rose to speak. He reminded us 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ψ9ƳǇƛǊŜ 5ŀȅΩ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ Ƙƻǿ ƻǳǊ 

Empire had made the country great, how much we owed 

our colonies for their part in the war effort, feeding us, 

sending us troops who died for us, how the papers were 

talking about a kind of United States of Europe. What use 

ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘΚ ¢ƻ ŀƭƭȅ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ DŜǊƳŀƴȅ ǿƘƻΩŘ ǘǿƛŎŜ 

ǇƭǳƴƎŜŘ ǳǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǿŀǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ ǿƘƻΩŘ 

ǎǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǎŀƛŘ ά.ƻƻέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

Italians who just ran away rather than fight. How we had to re-build our strength through alliances 

with the Colonies, how we had to be as patriotic in peacetime as we were in the War. We had let in 

too many foreign refugees during and since the War, we needed to build a Britain for Britons, not 
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become some awful mongrel nation.  It went on and on and on, until people just accepted it was a 

political lecture and had nothing to with the wedding. Except that the Bride was furiously taking notes 

throughout. And when it stopped, there was rather more applause than you might expect, and Eve 

closeted herself with him in another room, exchanging addresses and telephone numbers, and they 

were deep in conversation, for the rest of the party. And there was something odd about the whole 

thing. There was a sense of something stirring in people, as yet out of sight, but familiar and 

comforting. 

A little while ago, noticing that many older men now had crew-cuts and wondering if I still had enough 

hair to sustain one, I remembered this day and its weird political resonances. And I wondered, was it 

just possible that in our own front room I had witnessed the conception if not the birth, of UKIP?  

 

 

 

 

 

16                                    THE ELEVEN PLUS 

 

¢ƘŜ 9ƭŜǾŜƴҌ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ .ŜŎƘŜǊΩǎ .Ǌƻƻƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ {ȅǎǘŜƳΥ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦŜƭƭΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŜǊŜ destroyed. 

It was supposed to be the means by which children were allocated to schools appropriate to their 

abilities, determined by exams in maths and English, and an IQ test. These were not schools which 

were simply better or worse, they were qualitatively different: the grammar schools would be the 

natural destination of the children of the middle classes, preparing them for academic, professional, 

executive, administrative and similar occupations, roughly the top 20% of the social spectrum. And 

the secondary modern schools were created for The Rest, the children of the lumpenproletariat, who 

would labour in the fields and factories after receiving a more technical and vocational education. To 

call the system Latin vs Metalwork would be an exaggeration. To describe it as the near-perfect 

mechanism for the reproduction of the British Class System into the indefinite future would not be. 

One of the architects of the system was the most famous 

British psychologist of all, Sir Cyril Burt. A conservative, a 

reactionary and a eugenicist, Burt believed in the inheritance 

of intelligence and its correlation with social class. It transpired 

that he fabricated the data to support these arguments, and 

campaigned for an education system that embodied them. 

Thus the British secondary education system was founded 

upon a series of lies which relegated millions of children to 

schools which limited their life-chances. Burt was like 

tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ IŀǊƻƭŘ {ƘƛǇƳŀƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƳǳǊŘŜǊƛƴƎ 

patients Burt simply maimed children by forcing them into his template, constricting their lives with 

his ideology. Psychology should hang its head in shame at having given birth to him, lionised him and 

then lacked the courage to pursue him with the necessary vigour when his data reeked of falsity and 
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political bias. Many would argue that Burt was responsible for far more damage to the lives of British 

children than Jimmy Savile. 

I digress. Passing the Eleven+ should not have been an issue for me: it was made for me. I was a middle 

class child, in a good new school, in a comfortable suburb, with supportive educated professional 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ tŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ƭŜǾŜƴ Ǉƭǳǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ƘǳǊŘƭŜ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǘǊƛŘŜΦ 

{ƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŜƴǘ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΦ LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǿƘŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ 

probably in my penultimate year in primary school, as the run-up to 11 + approached, the atmosphere 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ Lǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wƻƻƳΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ ƳŜ 

how, but it became known to me that my father saw a failure to reach the grammar school as a 

catastrophe second only to the Holocaust. His background was one of hard educational labour and 

the absolute necessity of academic success to pull his own family out of the immigrant underclass; his 

need to support younger siblings; the iron discipline which persuaded him that on meeting my mother 

he could not interrupt his studies and take her out for one single evening before his final exams, 18 

months hence. 

 

The other term in the equation was ability: setting my natural modesty aside, I was arguably joint Top 

Gun in my year, along with V, a scholarly and sickly-looking girl who wore pink NHS spectacles and 

floated along rather than walked, her lightness of being, and frame, making her a poor bet in an arm-

ǿǊŜǎǘƭƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾƻƭŜΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳΣ ƴƻ-one would. Surely. And yet with six 

months to go I began to seriously doubt it; or at least the pressure to succeed and the awful 

consequences of failure became so starkly apparent that anxiety began to cloud that reality. What if?  

In the next few months I grew ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ its truly visceral effects. Every 

morning I struggled to eat my breakfast, increasingly I felt nauseous, and then D and I had to change 

our route to school from the street to the park, against the strong possibility that I was going to throw 

up the small breakfast I had managed. I obliged on a daily basis. 

So bad was this anxiety that the only logical solution was to ensure my success in the exam by having 

ŜȄǘǊŀ ŎƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ L ŀǎƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ΨƻŦŦŜǊŜŘΩ 

ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŜŜƪ L ǘǊƻƻǇŜŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ aǊǎ /ƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎǊǳŦŦȅ Ŧƭŀǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘƎŀǘŜ hŘŜƻƴΣ 

and was drilled in 11+ questions, and passively chain-smoked while she lit one from another. The 

notion that I ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜŜŘ ŜȄǘǊŀ ŎƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ΨŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅΩΣ ǎǇƻƪŜ 

volumes, but volumes about the near hysterical climate of aspiration around me in my family. 

So I passed. Surprise, surprise. My father was delighted, and said it was wƻǊǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΣ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΣ 

though he never knew what pressure his ambitions and expectations for me had created, nor of my 

vomit-ǎǘǊŜǿƴ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ .ǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘŜŘΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

the ordeal was over. And very determined, that if I ever had kids I would never put them through the 

same experience, or myself.  

Sometimes I have reflected on this period and wondered where this intolerable pressure came from. 

Was it the Jewish tradition of study, and the need to gain professional qualifications ς which would 

guarantee a living wherever anti-Semitism chased you? Was it the immigrant tradition of the next 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŘŘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƻƴŜΚ aŀȅōŜ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ 

success and fear of failure was projected onto me, requiring him to drive me away from the abyss of 

the secondary modern. Or maybe it was the profound sexism of the 50s which assumed that girls 

would get married and breed and so it was boys, the future breadwinners who needed to excel in their 

occupations to bring home the bacon  (other foods are available). Or perhaps all of these things; but 
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somewhere there should be a Government Health Warning:   educational pressure can seriously 

ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎs. But I passed. 

 

 

 

 

17                               SOUTHGATE, LONDON, N.14 

 

{ƻǳǘƘƎŀǘŜ ŘǳōōŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ΨvǳŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-regard (and self-

satisfaction) when there were other convincing candidates for the title and no election or coronation.  

There had been a small village in Southgate for centuries, but it was the extension of the Piccadilly 

Line from Finsbury Park in the 30s which brought a building boom, spreading semi-detached dwellings 

in every direction and completing the suburbanisation of the whole area. It became another 

constituency of BeǘƧŜƳŀƴΩǎ Metroland. In the 1950s there was really not very much to the place: some 

minor historical features , like the stocks at The Cherry Tree, nice parks, a couple of ribbons of shops 

of little interest; somewhat half-hearted as the West End in all its glamour and variety lay only half an 

hour away on the tube. By the tube station there was a large irregular roundabout known as Southgate 

Circus. How many generations of children must this have disappointed: they expected wild animals 

and acrobats, but all they got was the 244 bus trundling around on its way to Highlands Hospital. The 

only places I liked were the Wimpy Bar, and its foretaste of jazzy, American fast food, the tube station, 

a superb art Deco/streamline moderne structure by Charles Holden (ground-breaking designer of 

Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aŀȅŦŀƛǊ /ŀŦŞ όΨ¢ƘŜ aŀȅŦΩύΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ 

bar and believed by anyone over 30 to be an orgiastic flesh-pot. 

We went there every lunchtime we could escape school unnoticed, and many nights after school. The 

sound of the steaming milk machine, the smell of coffee, the condensation running down the misty 

windows -  screening us from passing teachers or parents -  and the Everly Brothers thunderous but 

ǇƻƛƎƴŀƴǘ /ŀǘƘȅΩǎ /ƭƻǿƴΩ Ǉƭayed end to end on the jukebox, as it dominated the charts week after 

week; this is the film of my early adolescence. It feels almost as potent in recall as it did at the time. 

That was the good part of Southgate, the very tiny good part. But as I grew older I came to loathe the 

place.  Its political colour did not suit me: Sir Beverley Baxter, a Tory grandee, had held the seat for 

years with one of the largest Conservative majorities in the country (36,000). Liberals were regarded 

as dangerous revolutionaries and socialists had to 

wear a bell. But it was not just the overt politics which 

irked me, it was the Stepford-like conformity of 

culture and of perspective where it was always 

assumed that, like us, you must support hanging, 

whereas you absolutely wouƭŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŦƻǊ 

example. Back then, Southgate always looked as 

though it had recently been ethnically cleansed, in as 

routine and matter-of-fact a way as those magic 

motorised brushes swept the gutter. 
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But I suppose, in fairness, it was just middle-class, semi-detached England, which was composed of 

many Southgates, though this one was simply a more refined and distilled version capturing middle-

ŎƭŀǎǎƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǇǳǊŜǎǘ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜΦ   9ǎǎŜƴŎŜ ŘŜ {ƻǳǘƘƎŀǘŜΥ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛǘΦ 

It was absolutely right that it should have a good grammar school, and it lay just off the High Street, 

in generous grounds, the buildings formed from an absolutely beautiful Georgian mansion, and some 

modern additions which were anything but beautiful. The centrepiece, the icon and the source of the 

iconography was a tree, a huge, ancient oak tree which is reputedly mentioned in the Domesday Book, 

and definitely had the largest canopy spread of any tree in England. The Minchenden Oak became the 

symbol of Minchenden Grammar School, and oak-related material spread its branches into many 

aspects of school life, from the logo/badge to the School song: an early example of successful 

branding. 

Many grammar schools, anxious to underline their difference and superiority to the secondary 

moderns, chose to look upwards to their superiors, the public schools, for guidance as to how things 

should be done. Minchenden did this with some enthusiasm. And so there was a House system, about 

the most meaningless and fatuous way of categorising a large group of pupils into four smaller groups 

ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŜǊ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ όǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƻŘŘ ǘƘŀǘ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ DƻǾŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ Ƙƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 

to all secondary school problems). There were Speech Days (notable only for the buttock-clenching 

embarrassment of the pupil whose mother turned up in the most outrageous and inappropriate hat: 

child suicide attempts peaked on these occasions); there were Sports Days, excuses for mass 

voyeurism as the sunny weather persuaded some Mums to wear a bit less than was advisable; and 

there was The Play, a real treat for the luvvies, but who only got to show off in King Lear, not the West 

Side Story they craved. Far too rŀŎȅ ŦƻǊ aƛƴŎƘŜƴŘŜƴΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ōƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜ .ŀǊŘΣ ŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭΦ !ƴŘ 

there was a prefect system for the anointed with their own common rooms. Strangely, none of the 

political pupils (Young Socialists, Youth CND) were made prefects even though some of them were 

headed for Oxbridge or other distinctions, the usual criteria for elevation to the school peerage.  As 

far as I know the School did not follow any of the public school traditions of flogging, fagging or 

buggery. But we did have a School Song, whose melody was about as inspiring as the National Anthem, 

though its lyrics far surpassed it. 

The School Song was a masterpiece. Firstly it centred on oak trees to an excessive extent: real ones, 

dead ones, metaphoric ones, an arbour of trees populated its verses. Secondly, it was authentic in the 

sense that it came from the heart of the poet/lyricist/librettist without being unduly influenced by 

his/her brain; thirdly it employed the novel device of rhyme, fortunately, as this was the only clue to 

the fact that it was indeed poetry; and finally it was so hilariously bad in every aspect that it reduced 

singers and audience to helpless mirth before the second verse was out. This persuaded me to make 

it my party-piece, which I performed at many drunken student parties to deafening applause. So, here, 

ladies and gentlemen, for your delectation, The Minchenden School Song. 

 

The oak lives long. Long live the oak! 

Scribes wrote it fair in the Domesday Book, 

And its fame still lives for to us it gives 

The good name of Minchenden, proud be it spoke. 

 



 41 

The oak lives long yet its birth was small,                    (as in very premature, low birth weight acorn?) 

Books and exams and the straight sped ball, 

And the Race and the Play and the well-filled day 

.ǳǘ ǇǊŜƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ 

 

The oak lives long, may its branches spread 

CŀǊ ƻΩŜǊ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǿŜ ōŜ sped,                             (no-one has ever sped me) 

Through the Seven Seas to the Antipodes                     (ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΚ ²ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ŘǊƻǿƴΚύ 

Though the beech be felled and the chestnut dead. 

 

As the oak lives long, long live my song!         (oh, puh-lease, NO!) 

Evil condemned, in the good truth strong,      (in? whaddya mean?) 

Working brain or hand, by this we stand          (working brain? As opposed to comatose/ brain dead?) 

LONG LIVE MINCHENDEN! THE OAK LIVE LONG 

 

The scandalous thing is that had any of us submitted this for homework it would have been returned 

with a red line through it on grounds of serial cruelty to the English language, numerous grammatical 

ŜǊǊƻǊǎΣ ƭŜȄƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴ  όŜΦƎΦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ΨǎǇŜŘΩύ Σ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƴƻƴ ǎŜǉǳƛǘǳǊs (where did the beech and 

the chestnut pop up from? Are they allegories?), and the uneasy coexistence of rabble-rousing 

rhetoric and bathos. I could go on, but even one paragraph is more than it deserves. 

I went back there recently. The old building still looks beautiful with its curved Georgian bays and that 

uncanny eye for proportion those architects maintained. But stroll round the end of the BTECH art 

studio (nee Gym) to the rear of the building, and you find that the glorious fields, pitches and wild 

place have become a large housing estate which might as well have been a trailer park, so totally 

wrong does it look. Shockingly, there is no blue plaque to commemorate my coming last in the 440 on 

my first Sports Day, despite having bought spikes for the purpose. 

!ƴŘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻŀƪ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƛǾŜ ƭƻƴƎΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ 

permission to fell it to make way for the housing estate.  More likely it was surreptitiously poisoned 

by the contractors. Or is it possible that the Oak Who Had Seen Everything, did not want to see any 

more? 

 

 

18                            MINCHENDEN:  DRAMATIS PERSONAE 
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It was a very good school, despite the fact that it seemed to us to be run by a group of eccentrics, at 

best, or lunatics and grotesques at worst. There were many ordinary straight teachers, of course, but 

also a supporting cast of monsters and one or two perverts who had no business having access to 

children. This is just a flavour of those who formed us in our most impressionable years. 

Dr J.H.Walters, the Headmaster, who deserved none of the above epithets. He was an upright 

scholarly man, having something of the senior cleric about him. He never raised his voice, ever, but 

his quiet authority prevailed everywhere. He always wore a very long academic gown which hid his 

shoes, so that he had the appearance of a saintly Dalek gliding along the corridor, like a hovercraft. He 

once taught me a lesson in charity and humility. I approached him for an Oxfam donation one 

Christmas and he baldly refused. I must have shown my surprise and disappointment for he quietly 

explained that every year he and his wife sat down between Christmas and New Year, and worked out 

how much money they would need for food and clothing, and the odd treat like the theatre or a 

ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅΣ ǎǳōǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ǎŀƭŀǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ŀǿŀȅΦ ά{ƻ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜΣ 5ŀǾƛŘΣ ƛŦ L ƎƛǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ 

ȅƻǳΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǊƻǳƴŘέΦ L ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎǘǳƴƴŜŘΣ L ƘŀŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ L 

thought charity was something you did by putting your hand in your pocket when you saw a collector 

ς for a few coins, not a significant share of your income. Wow. 

 

There were some great teachers at Minchenden. YR and DR from the English Dept stood out because 

they were young and radical and were beginning to catch the mood of the cultural changes that were 

taking place at the start of the 60s and to take our side in the conflicts we had with the traditionalists. 

Even better, they came on CND demonstrations with us, got arrested and then cheerfully accepted 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǳƎƘǘȅ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ IŜŀŘΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ 

But there were also some brilliant traditional teachers, who simply had the gift of instructing, 

entertaining and enthusing children with their subjects. Miss K from History always put on a good 

show through sheer force of personality: imagine a sterner version of Victoria Wood. She had 

ŜŦŦƻǊǘƭŜǎǎ ŎǊƻǿŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŜΥ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ 

teachers should try. I only ever saw her lose it once, and that was down to me. At the end of one term 

ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƴ !ƴȅ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ  /ƭŜǾŜǊ 5ƛŎƪ ǎŀȅǎ άtƭŜŀǎŜ ƳƛǎǎΣ ǿƘƻ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ǳǇ ƛƴ мрл./Φέ {ƘŜ 

Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀȅǎ ά5ŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴέΦ 

 

Mr. B: a really nasty piece of work who was my form master in the 6th form. He always wore a khaki 

coloured lab coat and he had kind of half-moon specs which he peered over: the overall effect was of 

a beaver who had become a greengrocer. He had a political stance which viewed the Daily Telegraph 

ŀǎ ŀ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ǊŀƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŦƛƴŜ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǾƛŎǘƛƳƛǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊȅ ǾƛŜǿǎΦ {ƻƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

I began to wear a CND badge he lost no opportunity to pick on me, insult me and belittle me. This 

reached its highest or lowest expression when the time came for us to fill out our UCCA university 

application forms. For some reason, instead of him just doling out the forms in class, we had to troop 

into the hall then climb the stairs to the stage, one-by-one, pick up a form from him and go down the 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ IŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ƴȅ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛǊǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά5ƻƴΩǘ 

ōƻǘƘŜǊ aƛƭƴŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘƻƻ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅέΦ L ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ƛǘ ƻŦŦ όƪƛƴŘ ƻŦύ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ  

hƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ άaƛƭƴŜǊΣ ȅou set yourself very low standards, and consistently fail to live 

ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳέ - far too clever to be original but stunning nonetheless.  These days I could probably have 

a few grand off him for defamation. What a bastard, the things we put up with from the people who 

abused their power, and us. 
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After I got my PhD certificate I thought I might drop in on Mr B and wave it in his fat Capt. Mainwaring 

style face. I was denied by this pleasure by his demise, which was disappointing but does demonstrate 

the power of prayer. 

Mr. H, on the other hand was a very nice science master and a very good teacher, his only drawback 

being that he was a gay frotteurist whoΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀō ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ǳǎ ƻƴ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴΣ 

pressed himself against you, tickled your hands, blew in your hair and, saving the best till last, reached 

down under the seat of the laboratory stools, inserted his fingers in the cut-out and tickled whatever 

he could ς which was usually the genital area. And we never said a word, we thought he was just 

ŜŎŎŜƴǘǊƛŎΦ  bƻǿ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǉǳƛŎƪŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŀȅ Ψtŀǳƭ DŀŘŘΩΦ 

Mr W, was an English teacher who in wartime or an accident had lost the lower part of one arm (and 

sustained a leg injury causing him to limp heavily). His other major physical disability was a massive 

chip on the shoulder which weighed heavily on him. In summertime he would remove his hook and 

associated metal work, roll up his sleeve and expose the stump of his arm, daring anyone to show any 

reaction. Then he would walk round ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳƳǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǎƪ ƻǊ ōƻƻƪΣ ƳƻǊŜ 

or less obliging the child to look at it. He was not a campaigner for disability rights, he was a sadist. 

He was obsessed with handwriting and his own italic script was beautiful. At the beginning of the year 

ƘŜ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƛȊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƛǘŀƭƛŎ ƘŀƴŘǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŜǊŎƛƻƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊΣ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ 

a prize for my distinctively ǊŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǘȅƭŜΣ Ƴȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎŀƛŘ ά¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŀ ƭŀȊȅ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭ ōƻȅΦ hƴŜ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳ 

ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŀƴŘǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΧΧΦέΦ !ƴŘ ƘŜ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ΨлΩ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

 

Miss P was the Head of Biology. The problem with trying to describe her is that she was an 

extraordinary looking woman, who might well have been cast for a Harry Potter movie, but having 

done so been deleted as stretching public credulity too far. I have never seen a human being who 

looked more like the stereotype of a witch. She had iron grey hair which closely resembled steel wool 

that had been teased out of the main bale and tied up with bits of knitting wool. She had the requisite 

longish rather pointed nose with a wart/growth/bulbous thing towards the end, with hairs. Many of 

her clothes were knitted: sometimes she knitted during lessons. Now this is the point at which a reader 

could be forgiven for thinking the account crosses the line into fiction; unfortunately what follows is 

absolutely 100% true, as any Minchenden student can confirm.  Miss P knitted her own bras. Not only 

were the knitted straps visible through her fatally filmy blouses, the support  and restraint given to a 

more than ample bust was minimal ς this in the time when many women wore bras with the rigid 

pointy effects of MŀŘƻƴƴŀΩǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ tƻŜǘǊȅ ƛƴ aƻǘƛƻƴΣ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘǿƻ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜǘǘƛƴƎ ōŀƎΦ 

Maybe I was making some comment to this effect when in her very piercing screechy scratchy voice 

she ordered me out of the room. In any event, for some reason she decided to fail me in the next 

ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ƳƻŎƪ ŜȄŀƳΣ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ р҈ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ L ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜΥ 

ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ΨŜΩ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǇΩ ƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ р҈ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ƛǎ ǳƴƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦΣ т ǘƛƳŜǎ р҈ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŀǊ 

crime ς but she did teach me something about the abuse of power. 

My last selection was simply a harmless figure of fun with no hint of evil; she was just a member of 

the slightly dotty and deluded tendency, accidental mirth division. Miss A was the music mistress. 

Really she was a Performer, an Artiste, a Chanteuse even, bestowing her gifts on Education while 

waiting for the call to the stage, an arena far more suitable for her prodigious talents. Within her 

bubble was a vision of a prima donna soprano, a rival to the great Kathleen Ferrier, who could fill 

Albert Hall. The reality was that Miss A could empty it much more easily. 
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Occasionally, for no obvious reason, she would treat the school to an unaccompanied solo in 

!ǎǎŜƳōƭȅΦ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ά/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ [ƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CƛŜƭŘέΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ 

considering them as hard as I could but still not being able to blot out the awful sound of her voice. 

{ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘƻƭŘ ŀ ǘǳƴŜΤ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƭŀȅ ŀ ŦƛƴƎŜǊ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΦ IŜǊ ƘƛƎƘ /Ωǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǉǳŀǿƪ ƻŦ ŀ 

gull on the High Seas. Once she decided to dress the part and wore a very filmy pink number which 

was more transparent than anyone would wish for, and she scuttled back and forth across the stage, 

jumping slightly. And heavily. Presumably the stage directions said skip but the legs said no. Apart 

from displacing her pitch even more randomly, the visual aspect was troubling: the garland of paper 

flowers in her hand and the one on her head suggested that she was engaged in some kind of floral 

hoopla with herself ς a bit like those clever people who can catch peanuts in their mouths in pubs. 

Miss A had a round face, more Bridget Jones than Keira Knightley, and so the leafy floral head-dress 

was ill-advised, as she appeared to be singing through a hedge, or have stuck her head through a 

fǳƴŜǊŀƭ ǿǊŜŀǘƘΦ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ƪƛŘǎ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅΤ 

bitter resentment grew between them and the rest: why should they get off scot free? At the end of 

Assembly Dr.²ŀƭǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ΨǎŜǊƳƻƴΣΩ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 

ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊΦ hƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ǿŀǎ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ ŜƴƴƻōƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǳŦŦŜǊΩΦ ²Ŝ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ 

have given him a preview performance. In the closing prayer, we all devoutly asked God for Autotune 

to be invented soon. 

Miss A genuinely loved music, so it was surprising that she invited our newly-formed group (trsl. 

ΨōŀƴŘΩύ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƛƎ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƻƴƎΣ Ψ!ǇŀŎƘŜΩ ǿŜƴǘ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ L 

managed to impart a soulfulness to the guitar solo ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ŜǎŎŀǇŜŘ ¢ƘŜ {ƘŀŘƻǿǎΩ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΣ ōȅ 

the simple expedient of playing it at half-speed or less, and pouring all my teenage angst into every 

note.¢ƘŜƴ a²Σ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ ƭŜŀŘ ƎǳƛǘŀǊƛǎǘΣ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ Ψ²ŀƭƪ 5ƻƴΩǘ wǳƴΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

Ventures. !ƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ /ƘŜǘ !ǘƪƛƴǎΩ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ΨTramboneΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǿŀǎ ŜƴǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛŎƪȅ 

guitar licks. Verses 1 and 2 went like a dream but in the home straight it became a nightmare when I 

completely screwed up the guitar flourish in verse 3 and tailed off in embarrassing discord. It was a 

ŎŀǊ ŎǊŀǎƘΦ  !ǎ CǊŀƴƪƛŜ IƻǿŜǊŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŀƛŘ άŀ ǘƛǘǘŜǊ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳέΦ {ǘƛƭƭΣ LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ 

aŜŀǘƭƻŀŦ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎΥ Ψн ƻǳǘ ƻŦ о ŀƛƴΩǘ ōŀŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜ aƛǎǎ ! ŀǇǇƭŀǳŘŜŘ ǿƛƭŘƭȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 

comforting until I ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ΨŜŀǊΩ ǎƘŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŘŜǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

have made my debut my swansong and retired from rock stardom then while I was still slightly ahead. 

 

 

19                                             THE MOMENT 

 

It was about 5pm and we had just come out of detention. It had been a long shift because the presiding 

teacher was the deputy head, who had Victorian morals and penal instincts as well as shiny stiff collars 

from the same era which were making visible inroads into his neck. Worse, it had been him who had 

apprehended us and brought us to book, for a major misdemeanour this time. We were not strangers 

to the detention system. After all we were third years, that delicious platform for delinquency where 

you are no longer overawed by the place and not yet weighed down by studying for GCEs ς and all the 

while that heady cocktail of testosterone and adrenaline was bubbling away daring you to push the 

ŜƴǾŜƭƻǇŜ ƻŦ ōŀŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΧΦ 
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Minchenden had a religious assembly every morning. Our group of 5 or 6, who were neither religious 

nor respectful, developed within the general hymn-ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ōŀǊōŜǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǇ ǎŜȄǘŜǘΣ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ 

acapella ς with a difference: rather than six different parts within the same key, we attempted six 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƪŜȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎΥ άŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƛƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀέ ōŜŎŀƳŜ άŦƻǊ 

those in BŜǊȅƭ ƻŦ о/έΣ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƭŜƎŜƴŘŀǊȅ Ŏƻ-operativeness should be hymned, we felt. It was 

remarkable that it took them so long to find the source of this discordance and a little disappointing 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ WƻƘƴ /ŀƎŜ ƻƴ ¢ƘŜ ¢ƘƛǊŘ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŀǎΦ  ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ 

ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨǾŜǊȅ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘΩ IŜŀŘΣ ǿƘƻ ƭŜŦǘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǇǳǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΥ ƘŜ 

made it clear that he thought the garrotte was too namby-pamby for us. Serial detentions until a 

simple majority opted to take up holy orders was the solution. 

So, after an hour or two of copying out sections of The Bible backwards, we were dismissed. As we 

walked along the corridor and entered the New Building, and were negotiating the business of kicking 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ōŀƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ о ƻǊ п ǎǘŜǇǎΣ ǿŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ƴƻƛse, coming from the 

direction of the Hall: it was muffled and distorted, it was rattling glass in doors, it sounded quite 

percussive but in there somewhere was music. The nearer we got the more we could distinguish a 

repetitive beat, the high notes of a melody, and a human voice. We rounded the last corner to the 

Hall corridor, and started to run to the first door which had glass panels. There was a revelation, of 

biblical proportions: there in our own fusty school hall was A Group. With electric guitars. And 

!ƳǇƭƛŦƛŜǊǎΦ tƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƭƛǾŜΦ Iƻƭȅ ǎƘƛǘ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛŜ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ IŜŀǾŜƴ ς happy. 

Every night I hope and pray, A dream lover will come my way.  

A girl to hold in my arms, And know the magic of her charms  

'Cause I want (yeah-yeah, yeah) A  girl (yeah-yeah, yeah), To call ςall- all, My ow ςow ςown 

I wanna dream lover, {ƻ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŘǊŜŀƳ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ       ό.ƻōōȅ 5ŀǊƛƴΣ мфрфύ 

 

OK, so the lyrics were the usual rom-dross, and ambiguous enough to be a kind of verbal dry-humping. 

But the music, at that very moment was something like divine. It played your emotions like a slide-

guitar, nudged you to tap your feet involuntarily, maybe even dance, and the bass-line resonated 

through your viscera, reaching the parts that other music had not reached. It was a full body 

experience.  

If that sounds a little exaggerated, then consider the context. We were starved of rock music: we knew 

it was happening in the States and we knew about our pale imitations here, but the music was 

ghettoised. In 7 days programming there was only one pop music show on BBC Radio: Pick of the Pops; 

beyond that there might be one or two pop records on request shows like Two Way Family Favourites 

ς a bit of Elvis sandwiched in the middle of 20 middle-aged standards by Edmund Hockridge, Perry 

Como anŘ ŀ .Ŝƴƴȅ Iƛƭƭ ΨŎƻƳŜŘȅΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΦ bƻ wŀŘƛƻ мΣ ƴƻ ǇƛǊŀǘŜǎΣ ƴƻ !a ƻǊ Ca ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴƻ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΣ ƛ-

Tunes or Spotify. Ditto on television. It was a desert, and the only oasis which stood outside this system 

was Radio Luxembourg. Fabulous 208. Non-stop pop music through the evening and into the small 

hours. Slight snag: you had to have a small transistor radio to conceal it under the bedclothes from 

your parents, so it had a speaker the size of a frozen pea: the reception was often terrible, not 

noticeably different from white noise, and even when it was good it was bad. (Plus you had to put up 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǾŜǊǘǎ ŦƻǊ IƻǊŀŎŜ .ŀǘŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ Ǉƻƻƭǎ-winning system. The Infra Draw 

Method, Keynsham, spelt K-E-Y-N-S-H-A-M, Bristol). 
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So the pure, untainted sounds from these electric instruments, filling the school were quite magical 

to us and we were simply thrilled. We realised that this was what we were supposed to hear, supposed 

to feel. It was like a partially deaf person suddenly, miraculously, regaining perfect hearing. And so, 6 

would-be hard cases, forbidden by the macho code to show each other any emotion, are standing 

there, bopping around, smiling at each other, showing glee even, absolutely glorying in this tipping 

point, this peak experience in their enjoyment of music. 

 L Řƻǳōǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ Ƙƻǿ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎΣ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ 

lifted you onto another plane. Some years ago I had my first (and only) opportunity to drive a Rolls 

Royce for a few minutes; I can only describe it as being able to sit down in a very comfortable chair in 

an extremely luxurious apartment, only to discover that it had wheels and an engine (barely audible 

of course). You get a completely different sensory experience and view of the world from the smaller 

cheaper cars you are used to.  The live music we heard in the school hall that day was as different from 

Radio Luxembourg, or a coffee bar juke-box, or a television loudspeaker, as you could imagine, it was 

literally the Real Thing, the Rolls not the Mini. Not only that but the guitarist was not some remote 

figure on the tv, he was one of us, a sixth-former, with a credible rock voice, and a gleaming white 

Fender look-alike guitar which he had made in the Woodwork Room, and we had seen and scorned in 

its skeletal stage. It was not that we all wanted to rush off and make guitars ς anybody could see that 

was beyond us then. It was the fact that this group had brought rock into the realms of DIY for us: we 

could have a group, we could rock, and we could make that wonderful, blistering, haunting, soulful 

sound. And we would, that much was certain. We knew we were a new generation, we knew we had 

a kind of mission to kick out the previous ones, make things different and better, and we were getting 

a vision of a different society, politics and culture; and here in our old familiar school hall, mired in the 

traditions, good and bad, of the old society, was the magnificent soundtrack to our cultural revolution. 

Bring it on. 

And the Deputy Head was pleased to discover our new enthusiasm for Reverse Biblical Studies, which 

saw us complete our tasks and be on our way in half the usual time, every week, just in case there was 

a concert to be had down the corridor. 

 

 

 

20                      NOT THE HOTEL CALIFORNIA 

 

In the early 60s, my parents decided that we should go away for Christmas to a hotel, to save my 

mother all the work of a Christmas at home, for once. We booked into a hotel on the outskirts of 

Oxford, an enormous Victorian pile which made you wonder what on earth was the source of the 

wealth that built it.  

After the main journey there was the inevitable circumnavigation of the city while we tried to progress 

from the general (Oxford) to the specific (our hotel in Oxford). It was a strange ǉǳƛǊƪ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

personality that he had to do route-finding entirely on his own, without assistance from map or 

person. However much my mother or sister or I managed to spot pertinent road-signs, he would be 

unable to take this advice unless he had witnessed them with his own eyes. He only ever heeded maps 

when the three other occupants in the car began to mutter about mutiny, planks and sharks. Stopping 
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to ask a passer-by, likely a knowledgeable local resident with a 20 year acquaintance with the area, 

was a kind of humiliating defeat bordering on castration.  

The hotel was quite impressive, if a little tired. However, even two days can seem quite a long time 

when you are not surrounded by your usual props. The television was monopolised by the ΨƭƛŦŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

long-term prisoners. The games room promised much and delivered nothing: a billiard table with no 

cues, a table-tennis table with no net, and a selection of disabled board games which had inter-

married. Cluedo, in exactly the kind of hotel which was made for a cheesy detective series, offered 

ƻƴƭȅ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΥ  άLǎ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ WŀŎƪ ƻŦ IŜŀǊǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜǎǎ ǇƛŜŎŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ƴƎŜƭΣ LǎƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΚέ 

¢ƘŜ ŘŀǊǘōƻŀǊŘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƘŜŀǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǳƭƭǎŜȅŜ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǇƛŜǊŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭŀǎŜǊΣ ƭŜǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŀ 

flightless and blunted fairground dart. 

Meals were a trial. It was as though they had been delivered by the WVS in one of their vans on 

Christmas Eve and re-ƘŜŀǘŜŘ ŜǾŜǊ ǎƛƴŎŜΦ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ǎƻǊǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ όάCƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇŀȅƛƴƎΧέύ ōǳǘ L Ǝleefully retailed to him what they did in prisons to the food of people they 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ 5ƛƎŜǎǘ ƛƴ 

the toilet. 

¢ƘŜ ƘƻǘŜƭ ōǊƻŎƘǳǊŜ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜŘ ΨƴƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ enterprising use of the word 

nightly, to indicate the time of day at which this entertainment happened, rather than the frequency. 

Christmas Eve passed without anything resembling conjuring tricks. There was a rumour (though 

nothing in print) about something on Christmas Night called a Grand Gala. Not even a large apple was 

ŦƻǊǘƘŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƭŜǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ǎƘƻǿ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ сл ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ōŜŘ 

ŀǘ фΦол ƻƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ bƛƎƘǘΣ L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƻffer. 

There was entertainment on Boxing Night. People gathered in the Dining Room at 8pm, to find it 

transformed into a Dining Room plus a Few Lame Decorations. A dancing area had been created by 

pushing a few tables back. My father selected one of these for us, perilously near the action. I smelled 

danger. But what on earth was I going to do for the whole evening while all the middle aged people 

glided round the floor with that ridiculous 1930s film star dreamy faraway look in their eyes? After a 

little whƛƭŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǎƳƛƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǾŜŘ ŀǘ ƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘŀōƭŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘŜŘ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƴΥ 

ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭƛǎƘ 

way my mother used to wave at the camera when my father insisted on mŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ά{ǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ 

ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅέ ŜǇƛŎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƛƴŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǾŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǇǇƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ƭƛǇ ǊŜŀŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭƛǇ ǊŜŀŘΣ 

and partly  because her scarlet lipstick had been applied by a standard 11 inch paint roller, and so 

liberally that it was all over her teeth, making the movement of lips indecipherable. But I knew. Of 

course I knew, she was looking in my direction the whole time.  But they had betrŀȅŜŘ ƳŜΥ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 

ǎŀƛŘ άLǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƴƛŎŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜΩǎ мпΣ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƘȅΣ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŘŀƴŎŜΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŀƛǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

would rather put out his own eyes with a blunt chisel than dance with a sad old paedophile lush with 

the delusion of a resemblance ǘƻ [ŀǳǊŜƴ .ŀŎŀƭƭ άΦ 

LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀƛŘ άȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǎƪ ƘƛƳέΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ Ŧǳƭƭ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ 

ŦŜƴŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ WŀǿǎΩ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǎŎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ōƭƻƻŘΦ L ǿŀǎ ŘŜŀŘΦ L ƳƻǳƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘ ǇŀǳǎƛƴƎ 

only to adjust the handcuff which had appeared on my wrist. There was applause and the floor cleared, 

as though we were the star act. With one individual step in my dance repertoire (i.e. forward) it was 

hard to see how I was going to move round the dance floor. Anchored, I looked up fƻǊ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜΦ άLΩƭƭ 

ǎƘƻǿ ȅƻǳΣ ǎǿŜŜǘƘŜŀǊǘέΦ L ǘƘŜƴ ŦŜƭǘ ŀ ōƭƻǿ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

went black. To overcome any residual resistance, she had pulled my head to her chest in a rather 

percussive way causing an impact between my nose and her sternum. Rather like parking a boat, bow 
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to the dock, she had expertly parked my face between her breasts in a slot designed for the job as her 

breasts were the kind of out-turned ones that look as though they may not be talking to each other. 

This stance was ok except if I wanted to breathe: while a slight inclination of the head in either 

direction opened air access for one nostril, it very decidedly closed off the other one. 

Embarrassment, humiliation, melt-ŘƻǿƴΣ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭΣ ƛǘΩs a unique emotional state designed 

to make the human body experience everything it can. First the searing heat, comparable to a 

crematorium furnace, suffusing every atom, bouncing off the inside of the clothing then rushing to 

the face to escape in the form of heat, colour and sweat. The victim believes his skin is about to split 

like a boiled tomato, yet sweat and probably some tears will not be sufficient to extinguish the 

inevitable blaze that will break out of the fissure, as when an internal door bursts open in a house-fire. 

No sooner has this calamitous rise in body temperature peaked than it is replaced by an icy cold wave 

that engulfs him like an avalanche, as though some cruel prankster had tricked him into an ice bucket 

challenge inside a wet-suit. It is intolerable. Paralysis, loss of speech, deep feelings of shame, and the 

conviction that vengeance must be visited upon the perpetrators and accomplices; and this trauma is 

so total and, well, traumatic, that the feelings can be vividly recaptured ς even re-experienced 55 years 

later sitting in the car outside Waitrose in Mill Hill, just thinking about it. 

As it happened, there were no samurai swords or Uzis to hand, otherwise there would have been a 

ŎŀǊƴŀƎŜ ǎǳǊǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǊƛŜǊ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ƛƴ άYƛƭƭ .ƛƭƭέΦ {ǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭ 

their mirth behind paper napkins. And of course, true to the samurai tradition, the shame and loss of 

dignity would have to conclude with my death by my own hand: hara-kiri, or self-ŦƛƭƭŜǘƛƴƎΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǇeak 

to my family for seven years after this episode, which I felt eloquently expressed my feelings.  I have 

now forgiven them for the craven weakness which made them complicit in this crime against their 

youngest relative; he who had done nothing to deserve it, apart from possibly stealing some Easter 

egg chocolate when his own had been finished. Several things were learned from this episode: parents 

are useless, drunk old ladies are more sexually voracious and brazen than several hen night parties, 

and that although you may think that being half-submerged in an oversized Christmas sweater (with 

snowflakes and reindeer) at a glamorous Ball affords some kind of protection against sexual predators, 

you would be wrong.  

 

 

21                                SHORT STORY 

 

My sister Jacky and I did not suffer from sibling rivalry. This was because it was no contest, there was 

no competition, it was a fait accompli: I had lost, probably before I haŘ ōŜŜƴ ōƻǊƴΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ 

of her triumphing in some protracted battle, emerging with a bloodied sword 

and her foot on my head: I scarcely remember any serious conflict. It was 

more a kind of demographic victory, in which one party was always younger, 

shorter, more immature and generally wimpier, while the other was older, 

taller, galloping away in the maturity stakes, able to get round my father, and 

ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƛǎƘŜǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛƳƛǘ ƘŜǊΣ 

ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘΦ bƻǿΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ L was going to 

mention. Yes, she was extremely good-looking from Day 1. She was 

modelling knitting patterns when the rest us were merely itching in the 
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products. Attractiveness is much prized in our society. Attractive people are treated better, are viewed 

as nicer, more intelligent, likely to get better jobs and attract other attractive people, to list a few 

common findings. So they do get a good deal, get lots of friends and generally become socially skilful 

ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƭƛƪŜΚ 

It was not JŀŎƪȅΩǎ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ L ŘƛŘΦ !ƴŘ L ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

constantly comparing myself with her or jealous (I was rather proud of her). I was far too busy 

comparing myself with my friends, and finding myself wanting in certain key ways. I had started out 

on the small side of life and slowly got relatively smaller, so that by the end of Primary School I was 

ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƳƻǳǘƘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ς 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƭŀǘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǎǇǳǊǘ - but when they have been doing so for several 

years, and nothing has happened, you begin to doubt their truthfulness or evidence. And the dream 

ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅ ōŜ сΩнέ όŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ΨǿƛƭƭΩ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƻǊ Ŝŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƛǘύ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ 

ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜŘŜΦ όLƴ ǘǊǳǘƘ L ŘǊŜŀƳŜŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ сΩтέ ōƭŀŎƪ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ōŀǎƪŜǘōŀƭƭ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ IŀǊƭŜƳ 

DƭƻōŜǘǊƻǘǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜƴǘ ǿǊƻƴƎύΦ¢ƘƛǎΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

theme of my early adolescence.  It was sufficient to bend me out of shape for several years. 

Unfortunately my closest friends at secondary school (AP,RC,RF,PW) towered over me. It never 

occurred to me at the time but we must have looked odd as we walked round and round the school, 

eating our sandwiches at lunchtimes: 3 very tall ones, 1 medium, 1 short, something like the fingers 

on a human hand walking towards you. There was one other boy in the class (GS) who was a similar 

height to me: but he was allowed to wear Cuban heels, so there was no solace there. For some reason, 

ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŎƘƻ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻǳƴǘƭŜǎǎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘƻǳƎƘ Ǝǳȅǎ 

in the adult world, in films and in history. So within the 1950s value system there was no way to 

present oneself as boyfriend material, and other than a few forays at parties, nothing happened. What 

did happen though was that precisely because I did not present as a viable boyfriend, girls began to 

see me as a friend who could be trusted not to do anything gross or unwelcome, someone they could 

confide in or get a male perspective from, or just spend time with, without threat or expectation. The 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄŀŎǘ ōǳǘ L ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƘŜǘŜǊƻǎŜȄǳŀƭ ΨŦŀƎ-ƘŀƎΩΦ ²ƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƻŘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L 

enjoyed their company and learned a lot about girls and women. 

Of course, I eventually grew, just enough to feel ok with it. Coincidentally the height I finally reached 

όрΩуέύ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘŜƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ƛƴ ǘƘŜ слǎΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǿ 

moved up, and due to climb further when current teenage giants are included in the equation. 

Does size matter? Well, allegedly not, but while we can be sanguine about it as adults, and a person 

can rely upon their personality, sense of humour, accomplishments, social skills, funds of experiences 

and anecdotes to project an attractive persona, and compensate for their physical shortcomings, that 

ŀƛƴΩǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ моΦ ¢ƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀ ǘǊŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŦŀƛƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

the simple physicality of the person is the clear, number one attribute on display.  

Lack of height is still a disadvantage in adulthood: all else being equal, taller people are seen as more 

powerful, more intelligent and more competent than shorter people. It is a bizarre fact that every 

American president in the 20th century was taller than his unsuccessful opponent in the Presidential 

9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ YŜƴƴŜŘȅ Ǿǎ bƛȄƻƴ ƛƴ мфсл ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƛǎǳŀƭǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ WCY 

ΨǿƛƴƴƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ΨƭƻǎƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛƻ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΦ 

There is a universal preference for the man in a couple to be taller. There could be a variety of 

ethological/evolutionary reasons for this, and any of us could make one of these up, as is usually the 

case with those theories. As an alternative I submit the Kerb Kiss Hypothesis: I recently had a date 
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with a woman who was a little taller than me. After a very good evening we paused to say goodnight 

outside her house. Suddenly there was a dilemma: to kiss goodnight was the natural thing, but she 

was slightly out of reach, vertically speaking. Should I manoeuvre her into the roadway while I 

remained on the kerb, giving me the necessary elevation? Or should I move back onto the first of her 

house steps, with the same effect. It is difficult to conceal a collapsible trampoline on a date. Paralysed 

with indecision, I missed the chance of doing either as she dipped down slightly to kiss me.  She stoops 

to concur? Never again, I felt like 13 once more. At the other extreme I have to admit that the smallest 

girlfriend I ever had (LLC) did make me feel almost macho (these things are relative); ironically, instead 

of enjoying towering over her, enjoying the feeling, we spent a fair amount of the relationship 

horizontally. 
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22                                THE GUITAR 

 

In the late 1950s there was a rumble from across the Atlantic, like a gathering storm, and within that 

ŀƴ ƛƴŎŜǎǎŀƴǘΣ ƛǊǊŜǎƛǎǘƛōƭŜ ŘǊǳƳōŜŀǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜΩŘ ŜǾŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜΥ ǊƻŎƪΩƴΩǊƻƭƭΦ {ƻƳŜ .Ǌƛǘƻƴǎ ǘǊƛŜd 

it too: Tommy Steele, the chirpy cockney from Bermondsey, who is now difficult to see as a cutting-

edge musical guerrilla, but he certainly horrified the older generation then; the Larry Parnes stable of 

Very Angrily Named rockers, like Marty Wilde, Billy Fury and (presumably tranquilised) Vince Eager; 

and of course Our Cliff, who rocked for a while before settling for a more menopausal constituency, 

like a comfortable pension, and for eternal youth via healthy living and diet, or possibly prodigious 

amounts of surgical intervention. He was responsible for dashing my illusions about the purity of the 

marketing and PR industries: in an NME profile he claimed to have four dozen pairs of (fluorescent?) 

pink socks. But he lived only about half a mile away from us and by the simple expedient of knocking 

out one or two knots in his high wooden fence it was possible to view his entire washing line. This was 

full of stagey clothes, and others which were intriguing, but not a single pink sock. Thus do we discover 

ouǊ ƛŘƻƭΩǎ ŦŜŜǘ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀȅ όǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ŎƭƻǘƘŜŘ ƛƴ Ǉƛƴƪ ǎƻŎƪǎύΦ Lƴ ŀƴȅ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȅŜƻƳŜƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǊƻŎƪŜǊǎ 

seemed like a parody, AmDrams compared to the Hollywood, of Elvis, Buddy Holly, The Everly 

Brothers, Little Richard and the whole Bubble Gum rock machine that was churning out authentic rock 

records by the hundred. 

So we listened, tapped our feet, jived, which was great ς but we wanted to make the music. This 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƎǳƛǘŀǊΦ bƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻǊ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƻƴŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿŜΩŘ ǎeen 

in the school hall. And all of us had the same problem: no money and concerted opposition from our 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƳǳǎƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ŀ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

created it. I began a campaign: wear them down. I knew it would take many months of synchronised 

ŀǎƪƛƴƎΣ ƴŀƎƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƎƎƛƴƎ όL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƎƎƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨWŜǿƛǎƘ ŦƻǊŜǇƭŀȅΩ 

and has Never Worked).  By Christmas I felt there might be some progress. Dare I hope? There was 

indeed a weird-shaped parcel behind the Christmas tree, though a bit small, maybe. Well it was a 

guitar! A four string Spanish acoustic guitar with a lot of crevices in it, formerly occupied by mother-

of-ǇŜŀǊƭ ƛƴƭŀȅΣ ƴƻǿ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ Řǳǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ ƭƻŦǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛt had obviously been waiting for 

the last twenty years to surprise and delight me. It was actually quite a cute little guitar, viewed from 

ƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ LΩŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƴƎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƴΦ Lƴ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘ L ƘŀŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŘ 

Fender Stratocaster ŀǎ Ƴȅ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΤ ǿƘŀǘ LΩŘ Ǝƻǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǳǇŜǊŀƴƴǳŀǘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ-sized 

flamenco guitar discarded by the Brooke Bond Chimps Mariachi Band. 

I faked an orgasm of pleasure at the gift. Two weeks later I confessed to my parents that I would rather 

dive into a car-crusher than be seen outside the house in daylight with this guitar. 

Brat! On the other hand, Cheapskates! They had been given it for nothing, and not even cleaned it up! 

Six months passed and my birthday approached. Did my father have a kind of triumphal look on his 

face ς from the certainty that he had got it right this time?  Yes! The new guitar was a rather good 

looking folk guitar, acceptable in every way except three: the strings were so far above the fingerboard 

that a vice would be needed to play a note or chord; the machine heads appeared to have been welded 

on, so tuning was impossible; there was a split in the front of the instrument which produced the 

sound of a band-saw when the strings were struck firmly. 
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The next Christmas approached and the world of rock music was surely impatient for my definitive 

contribution. In a second hand shop near Warren Street I spotted a beautiful little black Gibson Les 

Paul Special Copy, and I fell in love. It was cheap enough for my father to afford (which I had verified 

by going through his wallet when he was in the bath). So we went to see it. He dismissed it on the 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ άŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪέ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀ ǿŀǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ŀƴ 

amplifier as well (= expensive and noisy). We compromised on a semi-acoustic Hofner Club 60 which 

could be played, after a fashion, without an amp, though I never did. I was very happy, suitably grateful 

to my parents and immediately removed all the pins from their wax effigies. An amplifier kit, bought 

on trust from the small ads, a case made ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘȅƳŀƴ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǇ from granite, 

ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ΨŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΩ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴŜŘ ǎǘƛŎƪ-on covering of Fablon, and I was good to go. 

 

The only thing was, the guitar ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŜȄȅΥ ŀ ōƛǘ .ŜǊǘ ²ŜŜŘƻƴ άtƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŀ 5ŀȅέΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƴŀŦŦΣ 

a bit cuddly and cherubic, a little bit like the lone guitars you would see in a Big Band, not the raunchy, 

hard edge, solid, aerodynamic rock guitars that I really wanted. So when the Beatles ran out onto the 

stage at Shea Stadium and Paul was clutching a Hofner Club 60 bass, the bass version of my very own 

ƎǳƛǘŀǊΣ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ LΩŘ ŘƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǾŜƴΦ .ȅ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ L ƴƻǿ ƘŀŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŀōƭŜ 

ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ ƎǳƛǘŀǊǎ ŜǾŜǊΣ Ψŀǎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅΩ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ōŀƴŘ in The World. From a second hand shop in 

²ŀǊǊŜƴ {ǘΦ CƻǊ ϻнлΦ .ŀǊƎŀƛƴŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ōȅ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ϻол ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƛǊǊŜǎƛǎǘƛōƭŜ άLǎ ƛǘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ 

Ƴȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊΚέ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜΦ 

L ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƎǳƛǘŀǊǎ LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘΣ ŜŀŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ story. I took lessons for a while from Louis 

DŀƭƭƻΣ ŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ŀƎŜƛƴƎ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ DȅǇǎȅ Ǝǳȅ όǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦύ ƛƴ IŀǊǊƛƴƎŀȅΦ IŜΩŘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ 

with Django Reinhardt and his room was papered with sepia sheet-ƳǳǎƛŎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎǎ ƘŜΩŘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ 

and recorded. You had to sit right opposite him, and close, and while he whistled the melody you had 

ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƘƛƳΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΥ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ƘŀƭƛǘƻǎƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƴƛŎƻǘƛƴŜ-

laden, garlic-strewn, dog-breath ever, and it was absolutely in yer face, like the wind. I gave up when 

I found I was getting anticipatory nausea half way down on the tube, somewhere around Bounds 

Green. The big old jazz guitar that he insisted I buy from him quickly went into Exchange and Mart. 

My career in the music business left few footprints. There was one distinction: because of my growing 

political awareness I started to play electric versions of folk songs and protest songs about 4 years 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ 5ȅƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜ .ȅǊŘǎ ΨƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘΩ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴǎΦ /ƻuld I have been a star? 

tƻǎǎƛōƭȅΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻǳǎȅ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ǇƻƻǊ ƎǳƛǘŀǊ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜΣ ŎǊƛǇǇƭƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƎŜ-fright; and if the fashion 

for the small, wimpy, neurotic anti-hero had also arrived 4 years earlier: Dylan, Woody Allen and I 

could have wiped the floor with Peter, Paul and Mary. 
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23                                  SNOG-BLOG 

 

tƘƛƭƛǇ [ŀǊƪƛƴ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻǳǊǎŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ƛƴ мфсоΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŎŀƴƴƛƭȅ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǇŜŜǊ 

group, but the lower slopes of the learning curve started around 1960, when we were 14 and going to 

parties which had the sole purpose of mass snogging (and for the braver ones,  50 shades of groping). 

L Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΣ ŀǘ wCΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ Iƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƻōƭƛƎƛƴƎƭȅ ǿŜƴǘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ 

and left 20 or so hormonally eruptive boys and girls to do whatever they wanted. It was good that 

ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ōǳǘ ƳŜ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ 5ŀŘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ōŀƴƧƻ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ 

disliked him chain-smoking roll-ups. So constant was his habit, with each cigarette held in exactly the 

same position in his mouth (whatever he was doing ς talking, eating, bathing?) that there was a 

nicotine stain curling up his cheek from his mouth to his forehead, like a birthmark. 

I suppose the first hour or so was spent playing records, with only girls dancing in pairs. I could jive 

because I had an older sister who would practice on me for hours, after she had broken the dress-

making model off its stand. So I danced with Cheryl E, earning the lifelong hatred of all the blokes in 

the room, for breaking male solidarity and basically being a bit of a girl. Suddenly, as though there had 

been a pre-arranged signal, everybody stopped dancing and grabbed a chair and a partner and got 

straight into the snogging. I was taken by surprise, as was Cheryl, and having both glanced round the 

ǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƴ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΣ ƘƻƻƪŜŘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŎƘŀƛǊΦ LΩƳ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ 

of piling into this chair so clumsily that she wound up sitting down first and me effectively sitting on 

her lap. I so hope this is a trick of memory and my desperate need for comedic effect, or I shall feel 

completely humiliated, even now. 

Two things here: one is that I was still really small at 14, had not had the big growth spurt (yeah, what 

did happen to that?), just a boy, pipey voice, enough spots to join up for a picture, and so on. Whereas 

my mates BC (5ft 10, shaved every day, deep voice, body hair like a Real Man) and AP, 6ft, blond 

Adonis, looked like a different species to me. Secondly, I was compƭŜǘŜƭȅ ƛƴŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘΣ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŘƻƴŜ 

ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǇŜŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜŜƪΣ ŜǾŜƴΦ  {ƻ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƻǊ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘΣ ōǳǘ L ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

required to do it all properly. 

¢ƘŜ ǎƘƻŎƪ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦ LΩŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōe all that tender, 

gentle, lingering stuff (there was no real sex on the cinema screen then, and it was all about romance, 

aƻƻƴ ƛƴ WǳƴŜΣ ǾƛǊƎƛƴƛǘȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ōǳŎƪŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘύΦ {ƻ ǿƘŜƴ /ƘŜǊȅƭΩǎ ƭƛǇǎ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ 

mine and she silently turned on an industrial grade bagless Dyson hidden in her mouth it was terrifying 

ς and very hard to protest as my lips were disappearing down her throat. I was very grateful to Cheryl 

for rescuing me from the sad spotlight when the dancing stopped. But an alligator would have been 

less painful to kiss. 

Salvation came in the form of Lesley W who gave me a sweet smile during the half time interval when 

people consumed unbelievable amounts of lip balm, tongue splints and swabs, and she joined me in 

my chair. This was more like it: she was very petite, probably less than a foot taller than me, and she 

ǿŀǎ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŘƻǿƴΦ L ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ǊŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎǳŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƛǎǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ 

Cheryl and seemed to enjoy the gentle touch that a mangled mouth and well-chewed tongue must 

necessarily employ.  This must be love. I was ready to propose to her there and then, because she 

could kiss properly, and she was very good-looking. That about covers it at 14. What else is there? 
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The thing about confessional blogs iǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ōŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƛƳŜΦ  

Lesley and I arranged to meet the following Monday at Oakwood Station which she came through on 

ǘƘŜ млт ōǳǎΦ ²ŜƭƭΣ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿΦ [ŀǘŜǊ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ window 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ŘŜŎƪŜǊΦ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΣ ƛǎ ƛǘΚ {ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ 

in love with me, but feared that our passion would badly affect her studies and her ability to care for 

her invalid parents. Yes, that would be it, definitely. 

 

 

24                                      BASHING THE BISHOP 

 

Young readers and people of a prudish disposition may prefer not to read this section. Having read it, 

my younger daughter has not yet decided whether to expunge my surname from hers or simply treat 

me with the contempt I deserve (no change there, then). I think it is reasonable to argue that if it's 

acceptable in the Bible ('and he did scatter his seed on stony ground') then it should be OK anywhere. 

Someone once said that masturbation is preferable to sexual intercourse because you meet a nicer 

class of people. Yet it has a bad Press and mention of it is effectively verboten in most contexts, an 

illogical and unjust ΨlawΩ which should be broken. It is mired in in a dangerous mythology (it makes you 

deaf/blind/mad/grow hairs on the back of your hand) euphemism (see title) and slang (wank, toss 

etc). 

So there is a tacit embargo on reference to masturbation in our culture; even in jokes it receives less 

airtime than most kinds of sexual behaviour, despite the fact that it is fairly harmless (except where, 

through an unfortunate choice of location, it becomes potentially dangerous to passers-by). This veto 

is strange because most adults will have done it at one time or another - though with great variation 

in frequency (from 'once in a blue moon' to ' every morning during Thought for the Day while my 

spouse is downstairs making the tea'). I suppose it is because of shame. The culture has instilled in us 

that it is a shameful thing, and dictionaries often define it as 'self-abuse'. As a young teenager, ignorant 

and confused, I spent many hours hurling insults at myself in the mirror, to no effect. Clearly there is 

a need for sex education to cover this, but teachers have told me that it is precisely this aspect that 

they dread the most, even more than describing full penetrative sex, and often omit. Curious. I wonder 

if this is because it is something the kids can actually visualise them doing, whereas full sex requires 

them to see the teacher as attractive to someone, akin to trying to see Michael Gove as Johnny Depp. 

Having spent a lot of time in schools doing research or supervising students I soon learned how to 

identify which teacher in the staff room was doing sex education after morning break. S/he was the 

one whose daily Hobnob was left untouched, had eschewed Nescafé Gold for a quarter bottle of Tesco 

Value Brandy and who froze when the bell went, then left the room with the stiff, short steps of a 

suicide bomber on a long fuse. 

I salute Philip Roth for his brave breaching of the embargo in Portnoy's Complaint (in which 

masturbation is the hero's whole raison d'être) which brought him considerable wealth and fame but 

years of vituperation from the elders of the Jewish community for bringing disgrace to the race. It is 

an extraordinarily observant and funny book, with the proviso that you will probably never feel quite 

the same about liver and jam jars again. Work it out. One distinguished reviewer wrote: "I would like 

to congratulate Mr Roth on his achievement, but I don't intend to shake his hand". 
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Living in London, albeit in a middle class area, there was an understanding of Cockney rhyming slang, 

even if its use sounded like poor pronunciation of a foreign language: unnatural and stilted. There can 

be no better example of the organic nature of language than the evolution of the verb 'to wank'. In 

the 1950s, the expression was ' to have a J.Arthur, (as in J.Arthur Rank, the film distributors, whose 

'man with the gong' preceded virtually every feature film in the cinema). However, by the late 60s, 

Harold Wilson's 'white heat of the technological revolution' had forged another term: 'having a 

Joddrell', from Joddrell Bank where the massive radio telescope was sited. 

 

I'm sure there were many more intervening ones but I'm guessing that the Banking crisis of 2008 must 

have been the most fertile ground for new rhyming slang. Though it doesn't rhyme, 'having an RBS' 

has an uncanny goodness of fit, combining abuse of self and others with a river of shame. 

 

As schoolboys we smirked and tittered our way through books, nudging each other at any words that 

were ank-related. We delighted in the crucifixion of young, gullible, often female teachers with the 

nails these words provided. "Please Miss, can you recommend any particular kind of bank?" Watch 

the colour drain from her face as she realises she has to provide an answer which does not 

acknowledge the real thrust of the question NOR provide any further basis for innuendo that will set 

off barely-suppressed hysteria amongst the class. They were never so bright-eyed and bushy tailed 

again, and were probably destined to become one of the hardened harridans who chain-smoked their 

way through every break in the school day and were on first-name terms with the family who ran the 

off licence. Job done. 

 

Perhaps the worst atrocity we visited upon a teacher we saved for the most vulnerable. As I have 

argued before, this kind of cruel, unusual and vindictive behaviour is essentially what young boys are 

for. The RE master, 'Holy Joe' McDonald, was a mild and ineffectual man who probably lived with his 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ƴŜŜŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŎǘǳƻǳǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 

man herself. He had a distracted air, as though he were in permanent silent conversation with God, 

only he was straining to hear Him because of all the noise of the Real World, like a bad telephone line. 

At an agreed time GS got up and said "Please sir, could we have a mass debate, boys against the girls?" 

He reddened and left the room, which was surprising as it was a well-worn pun, and he should have 

learned how to deal with it by then. 

 

I don't think it was that incident which caused him to leave the school at the end of the term; nor the 

inflated condom full of water that somebody left on his chair for him to sit on; nor even the copies of 

Men Only we put in his briefcase, for him or his mother to find. No, I think it was probably when they 

chocked up his Morris Minor on four piles of bricks, removed the wheels and rolled them all the way 

down the school field to the rough area ('The Wilderness') where it really wasn't very easy to find 

them. 

 

Lord of the Flies? Amateurs and lightweights. 
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25                     MY VITAL ROLE IN ANGLO-GERMAN RELATIONS 

At the start of the 60s my father began to get the rewards from the very hard labour he had put in on 

his business, which started to do extremely well. After a childhood that was quite straitened, more of 

the middle class trappings started to arrive: two new cars, off the firm, a grander house, and foreign 

holidays. The first wave of package holidays to the 

Costa Brava had begun and we found ourselves in 

unspoilt Lloret de Mar, in a brand new hotel, fully 

equipped with flirty waiters and Germans who did 

callisthenics in the early morning and put their towels 

on the best sunbeds, before these things became a 

cliché. It was wonderful. And for me at 15, topped off 

by meeting an older German girl, Ulrike, who I hoped 

would induct me into the wonders of love and sex. In 

the end, I had to settle for some fairly moist kissing 

and an exchange of promises that we would love each other till the end of time, or Christmas, 

whichever was the longer. In the meantime I was comforted when she left before we did by a terribly 

sympathetic and rather glamorous middle-aged English lady, a friend of my parents, who l later 

ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŀǳŘƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ aǊǎ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜ DǊŀŘǳŀǘŜΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ 

I was even too thick or too shy to get it when she would manage to display previously unseen regions 

of her body via strategic adjustments of her sunbed. Anyway, accidents will happen, and it is 

ungentlemanly to refuse a request for a zip, tie or button to be adjusted that a lady cannot reach 

easily.  

¦ƭǊƛƪŜΩǎ letters stopped half-way through October. Weirdly ς and completely by chance ς I found 

myself in her village about seven years later when a long hitch-hike to Sweden went terribly wrong. I 

had fallen asleep in the back of a car, and woken to find the driver half on top of me, brandishing what 

may have been a large Bratwurst very near my face; I was not tempted to snack on it. Fortunately, he 

was full of remorse and let me go. I ran away and hid in some woods, until daybreak when I walked to 

the nearest town, Neheim-Husten, which I remembered from her address, and which was dominated 

by a large factory, Wolfsburg ΩǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ¦ƭǊƛƪŜΩǎ ǎǳǊƴŀƳŜΦ L ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

elicited a certain amount of forelock tugging and feathered hat doffing. I would love to be able to say 

that Ulrike ran towards me, sobbing and smiling simultaneously, with her three little boys in tow, all 

in co-ordinated lederhosen, all exhibiting the blonde hair and delicately chiselled features that are the 

hallmark of Milner men (though the perhaps a tad more Aryan). άVati, Vatiέ, I can almost hear them 

cry (but I have to point out this would have been a virgin birth on at least two levels). 

But the doors were barred and the windows shuttered because, like me, they were on holiday. So I 

was left to ponder what might have been, the very considerable wealth I might have married into, 

becoming Herr David, Factory Under-Manager, the herr apparent, and driving Mercedes for ever after. 

On the other hand, you have tƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ: one of the things 

Ulrike loved me to do in Spain was to lie by her on the beach, where she could admire my body (she 

was very short-sighted and always carried a magnifying glass) and listen to me read to her from 

Angelique and the KingΣ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭƭȅ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ōǳǘ ǳƴŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘƛƴƎ DŜǊƳŀƴΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōŜŀǊ 

thinking about what torture that would involve over the span of a marriage if one had learnt German 

and actually understood the words. 
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26   INNOCENCE, IGNORANCE AND No.10 

 

At the end of the first year of secondary school, my mother was helping me by testing me on my 

ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴΤ ǿŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ [ƛǾƛƴƎ ¢ƘƛƴƎǎΩΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ L 

heard her breathing change, deepen, and a blush rose from her neck to the high ground of her face.  

bǳƳōŜǊ мл ǿŀǎ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜέΦ {ƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ άƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳƳŀƴǎΧέ ōǳǘ ŦŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

rushed from the morning room in embarrassment. I had begun my induction into the great mysteries 

of life and wondered when the next clue would come: possibly in that knotty hole in the apple tree at 

the bottom of the garden, or maybe rolled up in an egg-cup where Easter egg treasure hunts 

sometimes began. My school left sex education to the parents; sadly my parents left it to the school. 

It was the 1950s and nobody wanted to talk about it: insofar as they did it was about making babies 

and was clouded in ridiculous euphemisms ς the birds and the bees, the stork and the mulberry bush, 

and the highly aƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ΨŦŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩ ς all providing a kind of coy, metaphoric, fact-free shorthand 

for reproduction, and without any reference to down-and-dirty adult coupling for sexual pleasure 

itself. Heaven forfend. 

Nature abhors a vacuum: I filled mine by enrolling in the Playground University, otherwise I would be 

avoiding low-flying storks for ever.  It offered daily seminars on sexual behaviour; very occasionally it 

mounted the equivalent of Open University Summer Schools for practicals, in the form of snogging 

parties. From these I learned that some 13-14 year old girls snogged with their mouths closed like a 

bank vault door; others snogged your tongue and face off with the force of a tornado; girls had breasts, 

sort of; they also had knees which gripped together like a vice at the approach of a male hand; and 

that I would probably do much better when I was 6 inches taller and my facial spots could no longer 

be joined up with a Biro to resemble Guernica. 

Without practical experience or reliable tuition, how was I to learn? I knew what the male equipment 

ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ у Ƴȅ ōŜǎǘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǳǎ Ƙƛǎ 

erection. I recoiled in disbelief: a mare would have blushed. How could my mushroom stalk ever grow 

into that? At 9 I knew that in sex the male and female sex organs came together somehow, but nothing 

else.  I supposed that the male organ did what it was for ς peeing - ōǳǘ ƻƴ ƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƻǊƎŀƴΦ LǘΩǎ 

fortunate that I was a late developer and therefore nowhere near trying this technique with a real 

human being. 

 As for the female body, it was a foreign country, glimpsed dimly from abroad. There was no Page 3, 

none of those porn videos like visual aids for myopic gynaecologists, no sexual content anywhere.  In 

the media there was only Love, a romantic confection of idealised heterosexual relationships between 

handsome middle class men and gorgeous virgins who miraculously metamorphosed into blameless 

housewives/cooks and mothers, destined to have clean-cut model children in the suburbs and live 

happily ever after. Bliss, and a model for us all. 

 However, my friends and I got to hear of a source of pictures of naked women, a discovery far more 

significant than Tutankhamun, to us. An expeditionary force faked after-school activities as an alibi, 

and took the tube to Kings Cross, where an evil little man in a squalid little shop sold us some picture 

books of women with no clothes on. These were a revelation, but in each photo the genital area had 

been retouched leaving them looking exactly like shop-window mannequins, between costumes, 

unfurrowed. But we did get to see breasts and nipples in all their astonishing variety. This episode had 

an unfortunate sequel for me. Some weeks later my father appeared at the dinner table holding a 

ǇŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ōƻƻƪΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άL ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƘƻƳŜǿƻǊƪΚ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
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ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳ ŎŀōƛƴŜǘέΦ  Lƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΦ L ŎǊƛƴƎŜŘΣ ƳƻǊŜ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ L Ŏŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ 

remember. He could be so cruel. What did shaming me achieve? If ever there were a recipe for trauma 

and subsequent sexual problems, it was that, and all for the sake of a bad, belittling joke. 

As with many kids, what I eventually learned from my peers horrified me and the notion that this was 

what my parents did was frankly laughable. They were not free and easy about nudity. I once walked 

ƛƴ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ƘŜǊ ōǊŀ ŀƴŘ L Ǝƻǘ ŀ ǘƻƴƎǳŜ-ƭŀǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜǊƻŎƛǘȅ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜǊ 

known from her. My father likewise: he went to great lengths of contortion to conceal himself when 

using public urinals. He was also borderline OCD about hygiene, and after using the toilet, scrubbed 

up halfway up his arms, like a surgeon. So it was just not credible that he would do any of that moist 

stuff the playground experts described, not without a wet-suit and possibly a snorkel, to be safe. 

With no 3D moveable girls available there was no real sex: but a solution was at hand: masturbation. 

It was as though Philip Roth and I were separated at birth: his Portnoy masturbated morning, noon 

and night and although I could not match his Olympic feats, I could hold my own and keep my end up. 

I couldnΩǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΦ No amount of warnings about dire consequences will deter the 

British teenager from maǎǘǳǊōŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜΤ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ 

sport and yet is never ever mentioned.  

The tentative steps towards real sex became codified around the age of 14 or 15. British teenagers 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά¢Ŝƴ {ǘŜǇǎ ǘƻ IŜŀǾŜƴέΣ ŀ ƪƛƴd of self-assessment measure of progress towards full sex, 

ŀ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜŘ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǎǘΥ 

1) Holding hands     2) kissing     3) French kissing      4) upstairs ς hand on   5) upstairs ς hand 

under bra   6)   downstairs ς hand on   7) downstairs ς under knickers)   8)  heavy petting  (as far as I 

remember, this had nothing to do with cute puppies or baby lambs)   9) with (condom)   10)   without.   

The stunning irresponsibility of locating no.10 as the longed-for peak of sexual experience, before the 

pill, shows the true danger of leaving ignorance to fester, without sex education.  

The schema was crude; and sexist, like the society, but it was a road map, a route through the 

confusion and ignorance our parents and schools had dumped us in.  Cinemas resounded to the sound 

ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƭƻǳŘΦ !ƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ȅƻǳΩŘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƴǳƳōŜǊ т ƻƴ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŀǘŜΣ 

no-one believed you anyway. 

At 17 I reached number 9, with my first real girlfriend. An opportunity came when her mother went 

out in the afternoon. It was dire: full of ardour and emotion ς too full probably ς but the shortage of 

time and the illicit venue piled on the pressure. Little or no foreplay, or even talk (boys had had years 

and years of talking with girls, but no sex; now we wanted sex without talk. Urgently) I think I managed 

ǘƻ ǇƻǎǘǇƻƴŜ Ƴȅ ƻǊƎŀǎƳ ǳƴǘƛƭ LΩŘ Ǝƻǘ Ƴȅ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ƻŦŦΣ ōǳǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜΦ ²ƻƻŘȅ !ƭƭŜƴ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ȅŜǘ 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ƭƛƴŜ άIƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎƘŜ ǘŜƭƭ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƻǳǎȅ ƭƻǾŜǊ ƛƴ ƻƴƭȅ мр ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΚέ IŀŘ ƘŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘ άƭƻǳǎȅ ƭƻǾŜǊΚ {ƻǳƴŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŀǊŀǘƘƻƴ Ƴŀƴ ǘƻ ƳŜέΦ  IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLΩƳ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƻǾŜǊ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴΦέ  bƻǿΣ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΦ 
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27                                    THE ANGELS 

 

Early in 1963 love blossomed; more exactly, the green shoots thrust their way through the John Innes 

compost, and with the watering and fertilising my romantic imagination lavished on it, a fragile plant 

was born. She (FA) was in my class, one of three famƻǳǎƭȅ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ǎƛōƭƛƴƎǎΣ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 

star turn, for they were all clearly headed for Oxbridge.   

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ L Řƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ C ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ /b5 ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

CǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ aŜŜǘƛƴƎ IƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ ²ƛƴŎƘƳƻǊŜ IƛƭƭΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴly a few months after the Cuba Crisis, an event 

which had done wonders for CND recruitment, and persuaded me to get involved. So I turned up and 

immediately realised that I had offended against the dress code. The entire group were dressed in 

various shades of black (occasionally relieved by blue denim, displaying a questionable frivolity), 

whereas I had put on a horrendous mohair sweater my mother had knitted me, over a light blue polo 

shirt. Suddenly I felt like Liberace. 

F kindly ignored the clarion clash of cultures I had introduced and took me round to meet people which 

was considerate but begged the question of what do you say to each stranger in each momentary 

encounter. It was awkward and I resolved to ask The Queen about it next time I saw her. The one I do 

ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ C ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŜŀǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŜǊ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 

ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳΩ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ bƻǿ L ƘŀŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ 

gone to the meeting for sincere CND reasons; but I had also felt that if going out with F was also, 

possibly, on the agenda, then it would be churlish to refuse, just because I was now about to be a 

serious political person. What is more, even though my experience of young women was well below 

nil, I was getting a strong impression that F was similarly minded. One day I may write a little memoir 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ϧ {ŜȄΥ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ .hDhCΩΦ  !ƴȅǿŀȅΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜŘ W/Σ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ƴƻǘƛŎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŜȅŜǎ and a scowl spreading over his face at such 

an alarming rate that it might sweep over his forehead and disturb his parting ς despite the Brylcreem 

patina. Hands were shaken too tightly, razor smiles flashed, and something between a grunt and a 

cough exchanged in lieu of words. David Attenborough films of stags and lions fighting flashed before 

me, and I was relieved to see he was no bigger than me. I pulled myself up to my full height (figuratively 

speaking) and we moved on. I noticed that F had gently taken my arm. Only to symbolically guide me, 

ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ōǳǘΧ W/ ǿŀǎ ǾŀƴǉǳƛǎƘŜŘΣ LΩŘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƻƴŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀȅōŜ LΩŘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǎƴƻƎ ƘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘƻƳŜΦ 

In fairness, I should say that JC got the last laugh, not only did he turn out to be a really nice guy but 

he is now a famous and brilliant novelist, whereas I am writing this self-indulgent rubbish for you lot. 

CΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ !ƴƎŜƭǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ CŀǘƘŜǊ όDύ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻŎŀƭ 

Authority, almost certainly Conservative by upbringing (ancestors in the Church, good public school), 

kindly, not authoritarian, reserved, tolerant, a Good Man. Mum (H) was a German Jewish refugee who, 

with her mother Mutti, had escaped the camps. She had three children and her mother and husband 

to look after and was an incredibly industrious and inventive housewife who stretched their modest 

income to the limit to fill the six mouths. She would walk miles to save pennies on instant coffee. They 

were a politically committed family (except G who had to be apolitical because of his position in the 

Local Authority) who were the mainstays of the local Labour Party, Young Socialists and CND, and their 

house was constantly the venue for meetings. 

For me, at 17, they were perfect, not just because of their politics but because they were influencing 

ƳŜ ƻƴ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦǊƻƴǘǎΥ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŀǊǘΣ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜΣ ƳǳǎƛŎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ L 

harshly judged as bourgeois, consumerist, largely uncultured, politically ok in principle, but with no 
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actual practice, hostile to CND, and still, still unwilling to acknowledge my having grown up and treat 

me anything like an adult. My parents grew rather perturbed, understandably, at this cultural 

kidnapping of their son. But of course the hostage was running into captivity as fast as he could. I loved 

the Angels and I was immensely grateful for everything they showed me, and I think they were very 

ŦƻƴŘ ƻŦ ƳŜΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ CΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ 

were right. I still had quite a long way to go before it would be clear what I could achieve, professionally 

and as a person, and very little hint of it apparent then. I was still rather quiet, fairly shy and 

unassertive, and doing only averagely well academically.  

The last time I spent with them was a holiday in North Wales in which we divided the time between 

the seaside in a lovely little village outside Porthmadog,  Borth-y-gest (where they had rented a house), 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƭŀōǎ ƻŦ {ƴƻǿŘƻƴƛŀΦ  CΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ brother D was a very accomplished rock-climber 

and wanted to attempt the more severe climbs, but he took time out to coach me in the fundamentals 

of climbing, and after I had shown a basic aptitude, would take me on climbs which a novice would 

never normally attempt; but the combination of his expert move-by-move tuition, and my new-found 

Yugoslavian strength (see #29 Jadranska Magistrala) meant that when necessary I could haul my whole 

body-weight up from a single hand-hold. It was a fantastic experience, ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ LΩƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ 

to D, and it was another brick in the wall of manhood. In rock-climbing you learn a lot about fear-

management. One thing you learn is that conquering fear is more of an achievement and more 

courageous than not having fear in the first place. 

F & I parted within a few weeks of starting University; it was no surprise as we had split and gone back 

a couple of times before. The last time I saw her was agonising: I was passing through Southgate tube 

station with a new girlfriend, engrossed in conversation. F was standing at the top of the escalator, 

waiting for someone, but in a hunched, resigned way.  It transpired that brother D had just been killed, 

climbing in the Dolomites with a less-experienced friend. The family was distraught, D was so loved. 

In addition to his many kindnesses to me and 

the good times we had in Kosovo, Wales, 

Aldermaston, Southgate and Cambridge, there 

is a recollection which sums up his courage, 

commitment, his passion and his humour. He 

and another undergraduate scaled the twin 

ǘƻǿŜǊǎ ƻŦ YƛƴƎΩǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳƴƎ 

ŀ ΨtŜŀŎŜ ƛƴ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳΩ ōŀƴƴŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻΦ 

The pictures were splashed across the national 

Press. D gave an anonymous interview to the local paper complaining bitterly that the poor state of 

the masonry made it dangerous and unsuitable for climbing. Bless him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 




