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    SUMMERS LEASE


    
    
      
        
          The Kennington Oval, south London; I am watching professional cricket for only the second time. In the 1950s it is still a smutty place, brown brick a bounding, a working-class playground if ever there was one, where early F.A. Cup finals were played. Cloth caps are the prevailing fashion on the wooden seats where my young brother and I sit uncomfortably, the sun like a hot blanket bearing down on us through a heavy sky the colour of pale lead, though it is August in a heat-wave. The youthful Ken Barrington, looking small in the green middle distance, albeit with the chunky build of a middleweight boxer, lifts a bat guided by white-gloved hands and brings it sharply down on a ball pitched outside his off stump. With amazing speed the hard red ball skims precisely towards us on the boundarys edge. All the way, all the way, says a wizened old watcher to our left, pleased to see a late cut executed with such mastery by so inexperienced a batsman. The white fence in front of us absorbs the impact and it drops to the grass, close enough to touch. I so want to pick it up and throw it back. Sore bottom or not, I am already besotted with the game.

        

      

    

    


    The Oval again on 23 August 2009, sun still shining down, this time from a bluer sky on a brighter afternoon at a ground now developed for business executives; as much glass, steel and plastic as brick these days. Thousands watching in the ground but millions listening on the radio, to me for some reason! Michael Hussey, all angular style and nose-to-the-earth determination, heroic in defeat for Australia, gets an inside edge onto his pad off Graeme Swanns off-break. Alastair Cook envelops the ball at chest height at short-leg and little umpire Asad Raufs finger is raised towards the sky. England have won the Ashes.


    That does not happen very often. To be on the air to describe the moment is a special privilege and it felt almost as exciting to me in 2009 as it had thirty-two years earlier, in 1977, when Rod Marsh, like Hussey raging against the imminence of defeat during a defiant innings, skied a drive off Mike Hendrick towards Derek Randall at wide mid-off. Randalls were the surest hands (and the swiftest feet) in the England team. He circled below the descending red blur, held the ball securely in both hands, threw it high in the air and, keen schoolboy in an adult shell that he always was, turned a cartwheel that signified a nations joy.


    All this I described as best I could in the instant of its happening, before uttering (subconsciously aware, even in 1977, of the contemporary need for soundbites), the magical words: And England have won the Ashes.


    There is a civilised tradition that allows a home commentator to describe the moment of victory, be he English or Australian. I have given way to a few in my time, from the silver-voiced Alan McGilvray to the laconic Jim Maxwell. In 2009 Jonathan Agnew, the BBCs bright and industrious correspondent, on the air when Englands eighteen-year drought ended in a welter of patriotic fervour four years previously, had left the box to be the first to interview Andrew Strauss. To my amazement he bobbed up in the middle with a microphone in hand, scarcely more than a minute after Hussey had been caught, to give listeners the first breathless reactions of the 2009 summers ultimate hero.


    Emails had poured in to Test Match Special from all quarters of the globe, including Mozambique, Ghana, South Georgia and the base camp at Everest. Somehow people had found ways to listen to the radio commentary. Five or six million was the estimated audience. For an objective commentator there should not even be reflected glory at moments like this but it is hard not to rejoice within. It would be boring, after all, if the same nation were always the top dog.


    The pleasure has been all the greater on those even rarer occasions when England have claimed the urn in Australia itself during my forty years and more of writing and talking about cricket for a living, not least when Strauss and his team enjoyed an even greater triumph early in 2011. Three innings wins for England on that trip lifted the spirits of millions during a cold, grey winter in Britain. There is something special about being there to record victories won in foreign lands, particularly unexpected ones. I think of Derek Underwood bowling Gary Sobers as the West Indies collapsed against spin bowling at Port of Spain in 1974; of Steve Harmison blazing his way through the West Indies at Sabina Park in 1994; the game at Karachi in 2000 when the winning runs were scored by Nasser Hussains side in almost pitch darkness; or the time in 2001 when the Sri Lankans, so hard to beat on their own pitches, collapsed like dominoes one stifling Saturday afternoon in Colombo.


    It is the Ashes that resonate loudest. Having taken over from Brian Johnston in 1973 as the third of the four cricket correspondents so far appointed by the BBC, it fell to me to describe the moments when Bob Willis bowled Australias number eleven, Alan Hurst, at Adelaide in 1979 and, seven years later, when Merv Hughes swung a ball from Phil Edmonds into the waiting hands of Gladstone Small at deep square-leg at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. Through eighteen years of reporting for the Daily Telegraph and The Times there were no such good tidings to tell, but the 2010/11 series helped to erase from English memories at least the humiliation of losing all five Tests against Ricky Pontings great team four years previously. The emergence of England as the strongest team in Test cricket in 2011 when I was not only commentating but also, to my agreeable surprise, acting for a year as President of MCC, prompted the thought that I might have reached the autobiographical stage of life.


    Cricket has been the central theme, although not the only one, since early boyhood. I can see myself now at the age of about eleven, sitting at a brown, ink-stained desk in the fusty form-room at my prep school in Eastbourne in early May, circa 1955, as a soft hum from outside the windows betrayed the mower, pushing its way up and down the playing field outside. At such times my thoughts inevitably drifted from whatever was being taught beside the blackboard. Mowing meant cricket then and, even in what might be called mature middle age, my nose still tends to twitch, like a deers on the wind, when it sniffs the beckoning scent of newly cut grass. In those relatively carefree days it used to lure as irresistibly as bread in the oven or the salty tang of the sea.


    Fresh air and cricket always tended to take precedence over academic study, except perhaps when examinations loomed, but at least some of what I learned in other contexts has stood me in good stead during my working life. A few suns have set since I surprised Dennis Silk, later a distinguished Warden of Radley, during a lesson in A House at my senior school, Marlborough, by responding to his request for an example of alliteration with a headline from that mornings Daily Express:


    Stupendous Statham Skittles Springboks.


    Yes, he confessed: that was alliteration, if not very literary alliteration. Some forty years on, I found myself writing for a tabloid, too, although it was a broadsheet when I joined it, honest guv. Becoming cricket correspondent of The Times, having been in the same role at the Daily Telegraph and, for even longer, the BBC, marked the completion of an extremely fortunate hat-trick.


    Did you ever, in your wildest dreams, imagine that I would achieve all that? I asked my wife not long ago. To tell the truth, darling, she replied: Im not sure that you have ever appeared in my wildest dreams.


    Not my joke, unfortunately, but it is true that many have fancied making a living from talking and writing about cricket and that, alas, not many have ever had the chance. I have indeed had a fortunate innings, if not one to be especially proud about. We are all blessed, after all, with some talents, and making good use of them, especially if sometimes it can genuinely serve others as well as yourself, is what life should be about. You should always give more than you take, as my distant cousin Tim Rice observed in his lyrics for Sir Elton Johns Circle of Life.


    The odd thing is, however, that there is as much satisfaction to be gained from overcoming ones disadvantages as from making the most of abilities. Every cricketer knows that bowlers are especially proud when they score a fifty, or batsmen when they surprise themselves by taking a wicket.


    What has made me proud, apart from the achievements of my children, has been the occasional small victory over natural hamfistedness. Hanging pictures without knocking out the plaster from the wall, mending plugs (in the days when that was an essential household skill), growing a few vegetables in our early married days, creating a sandpit for the children years ago or laying a patio in the garden have all been little triumphs. It is true that I managed to break two toes in the latter endeavour by dropping a paving stone onto my foot shortly before my wedding, but few great victories come without cost.


    The doers of society, the manufacturers and the carers, add more to the sum of human happiness than the talkers, writers and observers. Happily for me and a few like me, it takes all sorts to make a world. I was never destined to do anything very serious for a living.


    Up to a point, however, I am still doing it, and I dont really want to stop  for summers lease hath all too short a date.




  

    
      
    


    2


    HOOKED


    In some ways it has never got any better than it seemed in the first fine careless rapture of my youth. Cricket in a garden or on a beach was, for me, as good an experience of bliss as could be found. Only when it became an organised game did the harsher realities start to bite: the need for personal discipline and responsibility to the team; and sometimes the disappointments of getting out early, dropping a catch or being taken off wicketless. But that is part of the point of cricket: it teaches lessons about life, how best to succeed and how to react when you dont. Also that, having striven to do your best, contentment lies to some extent in finding your own level.


    From pride and all vainglory good Lord deliver me, but the fact is that I have achieved a minor celebrity by broadcasting and writing about the game. I know that thousands  probably an understatement  would love to have done the same. Aware always of the famous C.L.R. James question what do they know of cricket who only cricket know, I nevertheless make no apology for attempting to justify a whole career based on a mere game, and a life-long affair with its character and characters.


    With a bat and a ball it would be no problem. The sheer pleasure of timing a stroke for the first time, the sound of that resonant click, the swift dispatch of the ball to some gratifyingly distant place, can be enough to hook a person for life. As for the bowlers joy in hitting the stumps and hearing that different, distinctive clip of parting bails, it could conjure up images and analogies more appropriate to a novel.


    What sets these experiences apart from all the other games, of course, is the team context in which they occur once the garden, the street or the beach has been swapped for a field; and the childhood battles have been exchanged for real matches. Then the fielders become as important as batsmen and bowlers, able to create their own moments of ecstasy from a swift swoop, a one-handed pick-up and deadly strike on the stumps; or a dive, an outstretched arm and a magical realisation that the flying ball has been grasped inches from the ground.


    Baseball alone shares with cricket (and team golf, a form of the game that too few golfers learn to appreciate) the intensity of individual duels within a team battle. No doubt it offers also these same moments of personal triumph, but without the 360-degree canvas on which a cricket match unfolds, or the same variety, strategy, or infinite capacity for sudden changes of fortune. The longer the game of cricket, the more this is true.


    It is hard to convey to the uninitiated these heady moments of delight. To attempt it is the literary equivalent of trying in music to convey a trout, rose-moles all in stipple, muscling up a chattering brown river. Schubert managed it in music and I dare say that Elgar could have interpreted the ebbs and flows of cricket just as well had he watched beside the Cathedral and the water meadows at Worcester rather than drawing his inspiration from the Malvern Hills. In words, the game at its best really needs a Shakespeare to do it justice, but at least there was Neville Cardus to embroider its characters in days before television and Raymond Robertson-Glasgow to observe all summer in a stroke by Woolley.


    These days there seems to be all summer in a kick by Rooney. Until soccer and its highly skilled, grossly spoiled superstar professionals swamped every other game on television and in the newspapers, cricket was indeed the chief sport of every summer, so much a part of the English way of life that Siegfried Sassoon could write at the height of the First World War:


    
      
        
          I see them in foul dug-outs, gnawed by rats

          Dreaming of things they did with balls and bats.

        

      

    


    W.G. Grace was famously stimulated to his greatness by a keen cricketing mother, but the seeds in me were sown by my father. I was already entranced by the time that we moved to South Holmwood, near Dorking in west Surrey, in 1951. We had a garden with what seemed to me like a long strip of grass between the vegetable and soft fruit patches. It was meant to be a pathway for wheelbarrows, conveying waste and weeds to the rubbish dump at the bottom; but it was used by my two brothers and I in summer for the much better purpose of running in to bowl, in our imaginations, like Ray Lindwall or Alec Bedser or Jim Laker, across the lawn to the waiting sibling. If I were batting I might have been Len Hutton, Denis Compton or my favourite player, Tom Graveney. When I bowled, right arm pumping after the manner of Lindwall or T.E. Bailey, a hapless Australian would be facing, perhaps Neil Harvey if the recipient were my left-handed younger brother, Timothy; or Lindsay Hassett if it were David, the elder one, also red-haired.


    Across the road outside our house, there was a village green, separated from the pub, the Holly and Laurel, by an increasingly busy road, and from the church by half a mile. There, on Saturday afternoons, my father batted and bowled with the sallow-skinned Stan Pierce, who ran the garage at Mid-Holmwood, Phil Hoad, the fair-haired left-hander who delivered the coal with his father Bill, puffing Les Harris with the Bobby Charlton hair, who bowled off the wrong foot, and Syd Knight, who, with his long run-up and high, stately action, seemed to run in all afternoon from the end behind which stretched miles of bracken-covered common.


    In my case at least that pleasure of a thousand fathers, watching a son carrying on the tradition, worked the other way too. I was deeply proud when, more a Pietersen than a Bell, my father launched a heave towards the cowpats beyond the boundary. Even more so, a year or two later, when he did it in the Fathers Match at my prep school in Eastbourne, using only a cut down bat after he had got to twenty. When the magic fifty had been reached, he was allowed a tiny miniature. In other words it was time to get out but his big hitting was legendary in these games and my brothers and I enjoyed the reflected glory.


    If I became a better cricketer than my father, imagine the pleasure when the next generation repeated the process, certainly in the case of Robin, of whom more anon. (James, like me, probably lacked the conviction and concentration to make the fullest use of his ability.) My sons used to bowl to each other for hours on end with a hard rubber ball on a tennis court that, because of the reliability of its bounce, did more for their batting than the net I had amateurishly rigged on the flattest piece of lawn I could find at our family home at Rudgwick in West Sussex. The netting was inclined to fall down in high winds and the pitch, an artificial surface first laid one Easter holiday with the help of Peter Drury, who used to advertise his Notts Non-Turf Pitches in The Cricketer, was not entirely reliable.


    That it is better to learn on good pitches than bad ones will always be true but these days the helmets worn by all the young must take away to some extent that fear of being hit hard by a cricket ball that often holds back the talent in a player. Moreover, uneven bounce can train the eyes and sharpen reflexes: both Sunil Gavaskar and Sachin Tendulkar, two of the greatest of Indias batsmen, attribute their adaptability and quickness of eye to playing on uncovered, unpredictable public pitches in Mumbai.


    The greater the pity, then, that neither ever had to face a really good finger-spinner on a drying pitch in England. When they decided to cover all the pitches for first-class games in England to keep them dry (in 1981) they may have saved a good many matches from being abandoned after rain but they also took away part of the games priceless variety and one of its greatest challenges: batting against a spinner on a drying pitch.


    Pitches themselves are an endlessly fascinating element of cricket. The nature of the surface on which it is played determines the course of every game. To give an extreme example, South Africa would simply not have had a chance of chasing 435 to win a fifty-over match, as they famously did against Australia at The Wanderers in Johannesburg in 2006, if they had been playing on the same pitch as the one at Gloucester on which the home county bowled out Northamptonshire for twelve in 1907. I dont care how badly Northamptonshire batted or how well Herschelle Gibbs hit the ball!


    On the other hand the attitude of players is no less interesting. Sometimes they can rise above inimical, even apparently impossible, conditions. There are plenty of examples, of which Ian Bothams counter-attack at Headingley in 1981 is one of the most famous, but one has only to look at how batsmen and bowlers meet the vastly differing challenges of Test and Twenty20 cricket to appreciate how enormous a part the mind plays in an intensely physical game.


    Records and figures are another part of the games allure. In my case, however, beguilement lay in the sheer joy of hitting and bowling balls. It happened, I think, because of that paternal encouragement, even before I started to watch great cricketers on television in 1953 and became captivated that year by a tussle for the Ashes that fired the imagination, just as future pilots drew their passion from jets scorching overhead or from reading the gripping yarns of W.E. Johns.


    Soon I was either playing by myself with a hard little rubber ball from Woolworths, throwing it at a wall and defending or attacking it with a stump from close quarters, or conducting Tests in the garden with one or both of my brothers. I kept the scores and, for good measure, commentated as I went along, little knowing that thereby I was preparing the ground for a means of making a living. Indoors in the winter ping pong balls had to suffice. The bat was a toy rifle, supposedly made for a cowboy shooting at Indians.


    To me, unusually I believe, acting the part of real cricketers of the time became insufficient for the imagination and I invented wholly fictional English, Australian, Indian and West Indies teams who would play out their own Test matches in summer holidays in the garden. Only recently I found the first chapter of a handwritten unfinished story (novel?) written at some point in my schooldays, which begins with the well-known (fictional) England all-rounder Robin Crale opening a letter from the chairman of the England selectors, one Geoffrey Smailes (all too often misspelt), asking him to take over the captaincy of England. Ah the romance of it all!


    My younger brother and I would stage games involving these imaginary players through the day, recording the scores against the names of such as Albert de Beewee, the fearsome West Indies fast bowler, who was so strangely reminiscent of Wes Hall. The Albert was correctly pronounced as by a Frenchman because he hailed from Martinique before moving to Barbados. He opened the bowling with Peardrax Marsh, a subtle swing bowler from Trinidad. These men grew in the imagination from real players I had read about, or seen on television.


    I could imitate real players too, however. The way in which Tom Graveney touched his long peaked cap, slightly rounded like his shoulders, a moment before he settled again into his stance; and, I liked to think, the flowing elegance of his blade as it caressed the ball into gaps. The pumping run-up of Lindwall and the distinctive, loose limbed delivery of Brian Statham were, in my minds eye at least, no less at my command. They fired the mind but no one, alas, ever instilled into me the thought that actually playing the game for a living might be a possibility, with the accompanying ambition to achieve it by sweating to get fitter and stronger, then working equally hard on technique. These days every coach in every professional sport constantly emphasises these essentials.


    My future career was perhaps more accurately foreshadowed by my first book, written in a scrapbook that I still possess, sometime in my teenage years. It was entitled, with shameless plagiarism, Cricket, Lovely Cricket and boasted a foreword by no less a star than Brigitte Bardot. That photos of the gorgeous French actress took precedence on the cover over anything reflecting cricket perhaps reflected my priorities at the time. The foreword was brief: Mes amis, je pense que cette livre est superbe; non, merveilleux. Jadore le Cricket et jadore cette livre. Bonne chance!


    Of course I practised as hard as anyone as a schoolboy, out of sheer amateurish enthusiasm. For years my sights were never set further, however, than on playing for my school at Lords. The decision to try for a place at Cambridge came late  after A levels had been taken, in fact. The wise and respected John Dancy, who had taken over from Tommy Garnett as Master of Marlborough, suggested in my final report that I should have a go, but my eyes had never been firmly set on a Blue, as I believe they would need to have been for me to get one. Once there and on the fringe of the University team it seemed a very nice idea, naturally, but defining and visualising ambition as early as possible is halfway towards achieving it. Equally significant was the fact that I did not join a cricket club until I left school. In those days there were no club or county XIs from the age of ten to seventeen as there are now.


    It is just as well that I fell short of playing the game professionally, although I was paid what then seemed generous expenses to play for Surrey Club and Ground in the season after I had left school. Several years later, in 1971, when I was already embarked on another career, I made a fifty against the countys second XI that impressed Arthur McIntyre, the coach. He invited me to play for the second XI when I could but by then I was married and working flat out for the BBC, so it was necessary to take days of precious holiday to play. I played in a three-day Championship match against Warwickshire at The Oval but a match against Kent in the parallel one-day competition was rained off and to have changed horses at that stage would have been a mistake.


    I did at least have one happy day at Guildford that season when I managed to reach the final of a single-wicket tournament for the whole Surrey playing staff at Guildford, beating the England batsman Graham Roope amongst others. Single-wicket, in which each man did all the batting and bowling with nine fielders and a wicket-keeper, was, of course, briefly a popular spectacle in 18th-century England when two great players would challenge each other, or a promoter would pit renowned players such as Alfred Mynn and Thomas Marsden, the respective champions of Kent and Yorkshire, against one another. At Guildford on this occasion, the stars were on a hiding to nothing. Geoff Arnold was beaten by my fellow Marlburian, the Guildford captain Charles Woodhouse, and John Edrich also fell at an early hurdle, his bowling being as weak as his batting was strong.


    McIntyre, always a man of few words, saw the exercise as a test of character for his established players and looked mildly amused that the closely-fought final was played between an amateur and the rising second XI batsman Roy Lewis, who, if I remember the details correctly, passed my total of about thirty with a ball or two of his permitted four overs still in hand, much to the relief of Surrey players who were strongly supporting one of their own professionals. Lewis was a fine player but never quite established himself when his chances came in the Championship side. Instead he was prolific in club cricket, one of countless thousands who have proved that the key to enjoying cricket, sport, even life itself is to find a level at which you can excel; or, at least, one where you may feel that you are swimming in your depth.


    I was a stronger player all-round now than I had been as a student. Still, I cannot claim that it was much better than a long-hop that dismissed Alvin Kallicharran in that match against Warwickshire at The Oval. He pulled it to mid-wicket, surprised, I like to think, by the deadly extra bounce. The same Kallicharran had run me out with a brilliant throw from the distant extra-cover boundary in the first innings as I foolishly attempted a third run, but at least I made sure that Surrey did not lose the three-day game, on a typically true Oval pitch, by batting out time for eighteen not out in the second innings. McIntyre probably disapproved of the stroke with which I hit a Peter Lewington off-break into the empty seats at mid-wicket, although it pleased me. I was an amateur, after all.


    It was too late now to change career and my talent was almost certainly insufficient, not to mention my temperament too lacking in patience and confidence for a game that requires both and plays such havoc with hopes and emotions. I might have ended up hating cricket, as have some who embraced it as a profession in high expectation, almost like marriage, but ended disillusioned. Instead I remain fascinated by its subtle evolution and infinitely unpredictable charm.


    It is certainly easier to talk and write about cricket than to play the game professionally, especially in hot and heathen lands afar, but that is not to say that I would not have jumped at the chance of doing so if it had come early enough.


    I dare say that every generation feels that cricket is not so enjoyable as it once was but in all its various guises and tempos it remains, for the most part, a joyous, captivating, beautiful game. The great thing is to keep passing on the torch to the next generation. That can give pleasure in itself, as Edmund Blunden expressed so simply but graphically in his little poem Forefathers:


    
      
        
          
            On the green they watched their sons


            Playing till too dark to see,


            As their fathers watched them once,


            As my father once watched me;


            While the bat and beetle flew


            On the warm air webbed with dew.

          

        

      

    


    There have been moments of even greater pleasure away from cricket fields, naturally, notably the first heart-popping sighting of my wife Judy across a crowded Hall in Cambridge in 1966, seeing her give birth to our first child in 1973, and hearing late on the evening of Boxing Day in 2009 that our third grandchild had arrived after some tough years of waiting for her parents. Such blessings put obsessions like mine for cricket into proper perspective.


    The infatuation remains, however. In a way, perhaps, I have never grown up, which is why I have managed to extend into adult life roughly what I was doing as a young schoolboy: watching cricket, playing when I could, writing about matches in old exercise books and amusing my mates by commentating in the dormitory on imaginary games. The luckiest people may be those who can make a living out of childhood fantasies.
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    FAMILY MATTERS


    
    
      
        
          The earliest memory is of a small trauma: a military plane flying low over my pram in Scotland, frighteningly noisy. It cannot, for me, have been any legacy from the war, but there were others, such as my mother cutting up a Mars bar into twelve slim pieces. One slice a day was all that Government rationing and her own frugality would allow a young child. It did not prevent my having poor teeth, as much, I think, from deprivations during my mothers pregnancy as from too much sugar. A few years later, I startled a dentist in Cheshire, as he was about to use his drill for the second time, with an abominable barrage of the worst language I knew. You biggees man, you weewees man, I yelled at him.

        

      

    

    


    I was born in Peterborough in the last year of the war (a fact I frequently mentioned to my growing children when putting tiny portions of uneaten food back into the fridge) to Rosemary and Dennis Martin-Jenkins. My father was still doing his bit for King, country and the Royal Artillery, having joined the Territorial Army some time before Neville Chamberlain gave his sombre broadcast in 1939. He was lucky to avoid any serious conflict overseas until joining the mopping-up operations in Germany in 1945, by which time he had reached the lofty rank of Lieutenant Colonel and received the Territorial Decoration, which, much to the admiration of his sons, he wore on his chest on Remembrance Day as chairman of his local British Legion.


    Daddy was a friendly, highly-strung character with great energy, charm and good looks, despite being on the way to near total baldness by the time that he married in 1936. These days it would have been fashionable. Kind, with his emotions never far below the surface, he was a good father and husband who loved to please people, although he was prone to mood swings from great merriment to what for a time became a life-threatening depression. It was his gregariousness as much as anything that enabled him to rise to the top of what was for many years one of Britains biggest private companies, the shipping-based group Ellerman Lines.


    He first worked for them just before the war and rose rapidly afterwards to become first a director, then eventually both chairman and managing director. He was, by the account of several witnesses, fun to work with and an excellent, inclusive chairman. He became president of the UK Chamber of Shipping, chairman of the International Chamber of Shipping and Prime Warden of the Shipwrights.


    In all these roles he was widely popular but for all his success he was curiously insecure, tending both to solipsism and paranoia. There is nothing unusual about that sort of paradox. In my fathers case I think that from time to time he simply felt out of his depth at a period when the British shipping industry was sinking below the waves of subsidised foreign competition. It was, too, a time of rapid technological change in the shipping industry. Staff changes had to be made and even relatively large companies were vulnerable as containers became the new and more efficient means of storing cargo.


    He was devoted to his job but the more demanding it got the more it weighed him down. I learned many years after that he had taken an overdose in 1967, when he was fifty-six. I was on the point of taking my final exams at Cambridge and my mother, typically, told me nothing of the crisis to avoid troubling me. Even after his mind had been calmed by pills my memory of him, when for a time I shared his London flat in Hallam Street, was of evenings that he spent tied to a paper-strewn desk, sighing frequently and looking as crushed in spirit as an abandoned dog.


    In those days he relaxed only on the golf course or on holiday. Like me, I fear, a sense of duty meant that he sometimes got less fun out of life than he should have done. It was a joy, occasionally, to see him totally relaxed, not least when roaring with laughter at a comedian such as Tommy Cooper or Norman Wisdom.


    When he finally retired there was a party on board HMS Belfast to celebrate his retirement. I fear the word might have been chosen mischievously by the new group managing director, Jim Stewart, with whom he had fallen out. My father missed the company of his working companions but now he was able to spend more time watching the sport he had always loved. A move to Thurlestone in Devon had the attraction of a scenic golf course for him and lovely walks for my mother but they felt too cut off from their family and came back to Cranleigh in Surrey before, when he was nearly eighty-one, prostate cancer ended his life in 1991. Only the previous year the same disease had accounted for his younger brother, Alan.


    Dennis could not have had more moral support than he did from my mother, Rosemary Clare Walker LRCP, MRCS (physician and surgeon), who had studied medicine at the Royal Free Hospital after her schooldays at Benenden, where she was unhappy, and Penrhos, where she worked hard enough to follow her father and earlier generations of Walkers into medicine. She was a locum during the war in the Gorbals in Glasgow while my father was involved in firing back at marauding German aircraft. She spoke with immense admiration afterwards of the courage and uncomplaining graft of the Glaswegians, doing their best to bring up their families in tough conditions and keeping their slum houses, she said, spotlessly clean.


    If that conjures up a picture of a tough, pragmatic woman in a white coat it is a false one. My mother was tender as a petal, a gentle dreamer, warm and sympathetic. She thought and cared deeply about many things but kept her own counsel and, quite unlike her husband, usually managed to hide her emotions. Her profound intelligence was hidden beneath a very large bushel and it took alcohol (which, unlike her Scotch-loving husband she never drank to excess) to loosen her tongue. Oddly for a doctor, she hated anything raw or rough  including, like Doc Martin, the sight of blood.


    She suffered her own occasional physical afflictions with silent stoicism, unlike the male members of her family, but she avoided hard work if she could, especially once her family had flown the nest. She was probably more affected than she ever said by the experience of giving birth to a still-born daughter, Diana, between my elder brother, David, and me. To her dying day at the age of eighty-nine she breathed not a word about that trauma to any of her children and to my children she was a strangely hands-off grandmother, albeit a very affectionate one. Scottish blood she may have carried but she was, I suppose, a perfect example of English reserve. She cared deeply about many things, not least her family, or right and wrong; but hers were still waters.


    Sadly, vascular dementia restricted my mother to an undignified last few years at a nursing home near Guildford. At least she was always able to recognise her family and to appreciate the visits that my brothers and I made on a rota basis until she died, in 2000, nine years after Dennis.


    Rosemary had three sisters, May, Beryl and Anne, and a brother, Bob, who became a film cameraman, never happier than when he worked with Harry Belafonte and Joan Collins in Barbados on Island in the Sun. Bob, who had two wives and three children, was a laid-back, gentle, vague character with a wonderful twinkle in his eyes. His charm exceeded his ambition by about ninety-nine to one. He died young of a brain tumour.


    Anne, the youngest daughter, lost two fiancs at the beginning and end of the war, the second indeed after official hostilities had ceased. Mercifully she married at last after the conflict. She shared her sisters softness and romanticism but the various experiences of them all demanded a certain toughness too. My mother had shown it by driving herself to success in her medical exams at a time when women doctors were a rarity.


    May, the eldest, was a merry soul who never stopped talking and seldom stopped laughing. She was the ideal extrovert wife for her gentle, deep, shy husband, John Neale, who had been profoundly affected by his experience as a prisoner of the Japanese during the war.


    The longest lived of the family was Beryl, known to them all as Bix. In the end she had by far the toughest life but never gave in and she touched everyone by her warmth and vigour. She and my mother were closest in age and temperament. They were introduced to a love of the countryside and all that went with it by their surroundings in what was then a rural Northamptonshire. There were trips to Lincolnshire and coastal Norfolk, and family holidays amongst Perthshire hills and Lake District mountains. They all wanted to climb every peak they could see, and often did. Bix would remember the birds and the flowers she had seen and record them in her diary, which she kept daily for perhaps eighty-five years. One of my grandfathers patients was the novelist L.P. Hartley and there was something of the dreamy life of The Go-Between, or The Shrimp and the Anemone about the upbringing of the Walker sisters.


    Reality had to intrude, however. In tune with the times, they were all sent away to boarding schools, in Bixs case to Queen Annes, Caversham. Later she trained as a nursery teacher at the Froebel Institute and applied her techniques at Westwood House High School until, shortly before the war, she married a dashing young officer, Captain Burls Lynn Allen. Their very big and happy wedding in Peterborough, in July 1939, gave way to the dreadful consequences of Hitlers egomanic ambition and to Germanys hypnotised compliance. Burls was murdered within a year in heroic circumstances in a small village called Wormhoudt, on the road from Cassel to Dunkirk.


    He and what remained of his troop, the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, had been herded with a remnant of the Cheshire Regiment into a hot and stinking cowshed after fighting overwhelming numbers of German forces for five hours. The orders to Burls two days before, 26 May 1940, had been as clear as a bell on the breeze: Tell your men, with our backs to the wall, the division stands and fights. That they and others did so enabled thousands of British troops to be evacuated from Dunkirk in the shadow of the encircling German troops.


    Captured at last by the SS Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler regiment, the Fhrers personal bodyguards, Burls must have known his fate when, according to the surviving soldier that he was shortly to save, he banged on the door of a shed packed with about 100 soldiers, all weary and many wounded, and shouted: For the love of God, there is no room in here. A voice from outside responded chillingly: Where you are going there will be a lot of room.


    Bert Evans, then just nineteen and the sole survivor of the massacre that followed, told a Sunday Telegraph journalist when the barn was restored in 2010 how, after a final cigarette had been negotiated by their Captain, grenades were thrown into the barn and everyone inside was raked by machine guns. The door was then hauled open and any survivors were individually shot in the back of the head. Evans had his right arm almost blown off by the blast but Burls, who was miraculously unscathed and could have run for his life alone, grabbed the wounded private soldier and dragged him away at the double. Chased by an SS officer they plunged into a pond. Burls was shot at close range through the forehead and Evans in the neck. They sank below the surface, apparently dead, but the private lived to recall: Thats how my captain died; saving my life.


    Burls and Beryl had been due to take a posting in India, a country where her mothers forebears had served for generations. In time Bix met and fell for a charming Czech soldier, billeted with his Free Army, and they were married in far less grand circumstances in January 1944. When Karel Matyasek stepped on a mine sixteen months later she found herself widowed for a second time at the age of thirty-one but she wrote to her parents although I have been unlucky like so many others I have twice for a time been wonderfully happy.


    The consolation for her second shattering blow was the birth of Karels son, Jiri, in March 1945. He became the racing journalist James Lambie, author of The Story of Your Life, an outstanding recent history of the newspaper that employed him for most of his career, Sporting Life.


    Beryls compassion must have had something to do with her genes. My maternal grandfather, Alec Russell Walker, MB, BC, BA, FRCS, was, like his own father and uncle and several of his brothers, a doctor, in his case a surgeon with a great reputation amongst his patients. According to the family tree he was descended from both Robert the Bruce and John Knox and came from Leslie in Fife. In the Victorian era the Walkers practically were medicine in Peterborough, it seems. A photograph taken on my great-grandfathers eightieth birthday, celebrated during the First World War, shows a sturdy middle-class professional family, each doing his or her bit for the national effort. Of the eight men in the group young enough to serve directly, four are in the army, two in the navy. Charles, whose son became an Admiral, is described as a civil engineer from Sheffield; my grandfather was surgeon to the Peterborough Recruiting Station.


    Alecs family adored him. Sadly, I only remember him swallowing a fish bone that got stuck in his throat when we were having dinner at the Old Manse in Tyndrum, his retirement home in Perthshire. I remember my grandmother Ettie better, if only from visits to her bedside at Achdalieu. She was a Goadby, another large middle-class family. Of her several sisters the one I knew best was Aunt Edith, who supplied me with most of my early religious counsel. She had been a missionary in Egypt and lived to 105, latterly at a nursing home in Tunbridge Wells. I still have the pocket version of St. Johns Gospel that she sent me one Christmas and I remember also the howler I committed when writing my bread and butter thank-you letter for another present. As I write this letter, I penned in an attempt to spin it out until it at least got over the first page, I am listening on the gramophone to a new record by the singer Michael Holliday, which was also amongst my favourite presents. No doubt my missive had my usual spelling mistakes because she replied by return, abjuring me never to try to do two things at once.


    Another sister, Hilda, was also a favourite of my mothers. So much so that when she was shopping one day in Knightsbridge she suddenly heard Hildas voice saying, softly, Goodbye, Rosemary. She turned to look for her, in vain. As soon as she got home she heard that her aunt had died that afternoon.


    I know less about my paternal family, at least on the Martin-Jenkins side, although the games-playing gene was obviously there because my grandfather was captain of Woodcote Park Golf Club in Surrey in 1916/17. The only story that I can remember my father telling of him is when he caused a rumpus in a tube station by retaliating when a man going up an escalator accidentally jabbed him with his umbrella. There, no doubt, is the seed of my own impetuosity.


    Frederick Jenkins, as he apparently was until adding a second barrel, probably to appease his parents-in-law when he got married, seems to have made up in personality anything that he lacked in background.


    I remember my paternal grandmother  Auntie Pat to the rest of the family  with affection. Tall and boney, she had been very beautiful in her youth in a Keira Knightly sort of way. She was artistic  a talented sculptress  excitable, kind, opinionated and very amusing.


    She was Roman Catholic and remained faithfully so to her dying day at Mount Alvernia Nursing Home in Bramshott, where the nursing nun who saw her out of the world, Sister Gemma, a lovely Irish lady, was also the one who, a few years later, was on hand to help the doctor to deliver James, our eldest child, at Mount Alvernia Hospital in Guildford. There was a wonderful sense of continuity about that.


    I have no memories of my paternal granny until our move south but vague ones of my mothers parents, Grandpa and Nanny, from visits to their home in Peterborough, Foxwall, where the garden with its long herbaceous border had an instant attraction for me, my brothers and cousins on summer holiday visits. There was a Wolseley, driven by a chauffeur called Crowson, whom I called Crocus and muddled with the gardener. Most of my first two years were spent in Scotland, first at Fairlie in Ayrshire, in accommodation rented from an upmarket landlady named Lady Boyle, then in the same area at Skelmorlie, where the prevailing smell emanated from the next door gasworks. I vaguely remember that heavy odour, especially when, once or twice since, I have encountered it again, notably in the Athlone area of Cape Town where the late Basil DOliveira was brought up.


    While brother David went to his first school at Miss Johnsons Academy in Skelmorlie Castle, I was being watched to make sure that, once toddling, I did not disappear through the back gate into the Clyde. The great river wound below a steep bank immediately beyond the gate, within sight and sometimes sound of the shipbuilders measured mile.


    As a result of this Scottish start my brother has supported their various lost causes  trying to beat England at various sports for instance  ever since. I give them my loyal encouragement whenever they play any country other than England, but in the cruelly cold winter of 1947 we moved south to Birkenhead as my fathers work for Ellermans took him from Glasgow to Liverpool.


    My younger brother, Tim, was well on the way by the time that we had completed our move over two snowy February days. He was wise enough to wait until towards the end of May to make his first appearance in a warmer world. Home for the now complete family was a white-stuccoed semi-detached house, 26, Elm Road North, Prenton. I have only vague images of that period, amongst them a sloping street, friendly neighbours, an evening paper salesman yelling repetitively into misty darkness half lit by yellow street lamps and a shamelessly ostentatious rendering by myself of Away in a Manger at someones Christmas party. Something deep inside rather liked the feel of an admiring audience.


    Certainly I recall that experience more clearly than anything about my first school, Pershore House. Davids education continued first at Prenton prep, then, as a boarder, at Kingsmead. Elder siblings play a large part in a younger childs upbringing and I dare say that I was shaped to an extent by his enthusiasms. He loved all sport and still does, although never blessed with more than an average eye for a ball, and I liked nothing better than to play football with his friends, sometimes on the basis of that typically British method of team selection: two older boys as captains choose one player each in turn until the duffers are left to make up the numbers. It was during an impromptu game that David broke two front teeth when they collided with my head. The cut bled profusely. It turned out to be negligible but I got all the sympathy at first.


    Amongst our neighbours in Liverpool were the Wales rugby international Raymond Bark-Jones, and Tranmere Rovers footballer Peter Bell, a neat, smart and dignified figure.


    We had two more years in the north, moving to leafier surroundings at Higher Bebington on the Wirral peninsula. It was a yellow-painted, four-bedroom house, bought from friends of my parents, Don and Kay Smith, who were killed together in the Manchester air crash several years later, leaving four young children.


    In 1951 my father was promoted to a directorship in the London office and he and my mother ended a swift search near their first marital home at Ockley by buying the Dutch House at South Holmwood from Sir H.P. Hamilton for 7500. It was a big enough house to have been commandeered during the war as a billet for the Canadian Army, who had dug up what had once been a beautifully manicured tennis lawn in order to grow potatoes.


    At no stage of our stewardship did the Dutch House have central heating, which, in addition to its too close proximity to the Dorking to Horsham road, no doubt explained why it failed initially to attract its asking price of 10,000 when my father put it on the market in 1964, but it was attractive for all that. White with blue windows on the outside, it was given its character by its curved front aspect, with an inverted centre in the Cape Dutch style. It was approached through a gate marked on each side by two beautiful cherry trees, followed by a short gravel drive. The front door was guarded by a porch with twin pillars and immediately inside the hall there was a Latin inscription carved into the plaster of a horizontal beam, placed there to celebrate the return from prison of one of the earlier occupiers, the famous (some thought notorious) suffragette, Mrs. Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence. As a member of the Womens Social and Political Union she had been imprisoned for nine months in 1912. She later edited the journal Votes for Women and continued to fight the socialist cause long after that fight had been won.


    I can remember virtually every inch of what, by some standards, was no more than a medium-sized family home, with four main bedrooms, two very small ones and a single bathroom. But there were also a number of smaller rooms whose nomenclature was redolent of a more leisured era. There was, for example, a pantry, a larder, a scullery, a boot-room, a sewing-room and, if you please, a maids sitting-room leading down from the kitchen. The only thing it lacked was a maid.


    In her place there was room for a tiny billiard table. For some reason I seldom used it and remain one of the worst players ever to have attempted to pot a black. Table tennis in the playroom was more fun for me. It was a very large room with a leaky glass roof, linked to the main house by a cold corridor which, for the purposes of at least a couple of dances in the Christmas holidays when we three boys were teenagers, we restored to its original status as a ballroom. It had its own chimney and is now a separate house. It was an exciting day when we lit a fire there for the first time for one of these dances, before spreading French chalk on the wooden floor to aid the quick-stepping, fox-trotting debs and debs delights of west Surrey.


    Like his father, David never lost his enthusiasm for mickey-taking of one kind or another. He became a chartered accountant, for a time the group financial director of Ellerman Lines and for many years a trustee of the huge charitable trust left by the second Sir John. Ever a supporter of the underdog, a natural British trait, he had also been involved for thirty years with the Chichester Liberal Democrats, but his real love in life has been nature generally and mountains in particular. Since the age of sixty, and in short bursts over a period of only nine years, he has climbed over half the 283 Munros, the hills over 3000 feet in Britain. He scaled the 21,200-foot peak of Mera in Nepal in his forties and then, at the age of fifty-two, the still more demanding 22,835 feet of Aconcagua in Argentina, the highest mountain in the world outside the Himalayas. Four years later he climbed another Andean peak, Pisco, in Peru, a mere 18,867 feet.


    I admire but do not envy him. In 2009 I had planned to walk the 100-odd miles of the South Downs Way with David, only to have to withdraw when I got hepatitis. Determined to make amends the following September, I had to set out from Eastbourne to Winchester with a septic toe, which made the exercise painful from the outset. No doubt unbalanced in my walking as a result, I strained a hamstring muscle severely enough during the first few gorgeously scenic miles above the chalk cliffs beyond Beachy Head for my walk to have become an increasingly pathetic shuffle by the following morning, despite a comfortable bed, two pints of Harveys and a good pub meal at Alfriston. Two days later I abandoned the unequal struggle after fifty-nine miles, leaving my brother, also hobbling from dreadful blisters, to plough on alone. I completed my own missing section of the journey the following spring.


    My younger brother, Tim, played what many men might consider to be a blinder by keeping a succession of girlfriends at arms length until he was past fifty, then marrying a sparky and good-looking French-speaking Algerian, Nadjoua (now shortened to Najwa to assist the English!). She is young enough to be his daughter. Even this and the further distraction of having to control two young children when some of us were becoming grandfathers did not seem greatly to alter his lifestyle, certainly not when it came to golf.


    Tim missed a golf Blue at Cambridge but got better and better with age and determined application so that, in his sixties, he considers it unexceptional to nip round the Royal and Ancient at St. Andrews in the seventies, not to mention others in the large handful of clubs to which he belongs. Winning the foursomes with him at West Sussex Golf Club was one of the happiest of my recent memories and we almost achieved a reprise the following year only to chuck away the final after leading all the way to the 17th. If I could meld his consistency to the flair of my son James (who did get a Blue and still plays off four despite being a dedicated father and breadwinner) I should be a decent player. I love the game almost as much as I do cricket but so far I appear to have fooled myself that semi-retirement would bring an instant plummet in my handicap.


    Tim followed me to an MA at Cambridge and progressed to an MBA at Harvard. The latter has always seemed to me to be a licence to print money and he duly made plenty, relatively speaking at least, not to mention making a multitude of friends and contacts during his years as a shrewd, industrious businessman, based in Hong Kong. His last great task was to manage the creation of a new town on the Gold Coast of Queensland, the centre-piece of which, to no ones surprise, was a smart golf course, Robina Woods. He has used his rewards with immense generosity, not least when, summer after summer, he rented a house at Thurlestone in the South Hams of Devon, and played host to family and friends.


    I have been as happy playing the magical first six holes of Thurlestone golf course on a summers evening as anywhere else at any time of my life. Aiming a three iron at the flag into a stiff breeze blowing straight off a glistening sea, knowing that an over-hit would send the ball straight over the grassy, flower-encrusted cliff top behind, was an invigorating, irresistible challenge. Invariably my shot would drift short into a bunker. Once in a silvery moon it would hover above the pin and drop to within a foot before being tapped, in a re-enactment of John Betjeman at St. Enedoc, oh most securely in.


    Anyone who has played links golf will understand the joy our late Poet Laureate felt after that quite unprecedented three one glorious evening at his home course in Cornwall:


    
      
        
          
            Ah seaweed smells from sunny cliffs

            And thyme and mist in whiffs

            Incoming tide, Atlantic waves,

            Slapping the sunny cliffs.

            Lark song and sea sounds in the air

            And splendour, splendour everywhere.
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    EASTBOURNE


    
    
      
        
          The main school building, ivy clad with mock Tudor timbers on white stuccoed walls, is so tall that it sways as I lie awake in one of the top-floor dormitories, with a particularly high wind howling in off the English Channel. It is set high on the western tip of Eastbourne, at the very foot of the Downs, looking out on one side through a gap at the end of the playing field beyond which the sea is almost always visible, either a grey blur or a shimmering blue.

        

      

    

    


    Life in a boarding school in the 1950s meant being isolated from ones parents for large chunks of the year. Until the age of about fifteen I could never leave home and face the prospect of school food, Maths prep and all the other rigours of boarding school life without crying inconsolably on the last day of every holiday. Yet from my very first day at St. Bedes School, still going strong as a prep school and now the junior partner to an extremely successful senior school on the Sussex Downs, I always forgot my misery the moment that a term started and I was with my friends again.


    Nothing much has changed here since I first played cricket and football on the playing field that separates the imposing school building from the sea. To my adult eyes it is a pocket handkerchief but on my first day, as a nervous eight-year-old in the April of 1953, it seemed vast. My brother David introduced me to his cricketing friends on the first warm evening after our arrival and my morale got an immediate boost when I impressed them with what I could do with bat and ball. A few words of praise sent me to bed happy. Twenty-four hours earlier I had been blubbing like a baby.


    We were sufficiently elevated to see the dirty British coasters butting through the Channel in the mad March days and close enough to walk to the pebbly beach on summer days and to take gingerly steps into the ice cold, crystal clear water in air pungent with ozone. I loved ships and there was seldom a shortage of them, heaving east or west through the waves, smoke emerging from their chimneys in a black curl, as if in a childs drawing. When it was foggy, as in the memory it often seemed to be, you heard rather than saw the vessels, their fog-horns blasting into the thick atmosphere like cows in labour.


    The old and generally elegant holiday town stretched down the hill to the east. It was, proclaimed the posters on the walls of the station to which I would travel every term from Victoria on the special school train, the Sun Trap of the South. Perhaps so, but it was viciously cold in winter when snow had stopped games and restricted the afternoons compulsory exercise to a walk along the sea-front, crocodile, the boys paired two by two, dressed in shorts, with a single grey pullover, long socks, thin black shoes and a navy blue macintosh as the only bulwarks against the biting sea wind. I can feel now the agonising tingle of chilblained fingers and feet, exposed to hot water or a radiator after one of those freezing winter walks.


    The school was named after the venerable monk whose monastery at Jarrow was rather closer to Lancashire than Sussex, but his eighth-century Eccelesiastical History of the English People was written at a time when some of the familiar features of the Sussex landscape were being formed. Windmills and coastal defences like the Martello towers and Second World War pill boxes came later; so, even, did the village churches; but, long before Bede, Celtic farmers were forming here the first genuine village communities in England.


    The rare visits by my parents to take me out consisted usually of picnics on the Downs in the summer and in winter visits to one of the piers at Eastbourne or, better still, Brighton. The old Palace pier there used to have little cars that one could drive round a circuit, like dodgems without the collisions, and they gave me such a thrill that it is a little surprising that I did not develop into a Lewis Hamilton. Not that I would have had the required daring: I just liked driving, and to some extent still do, be it a car or a ride-on mower.


    We were a close family but in the 1950s home was home and school was school. When David and I were at prep school, he was M-JI and I was M-JII. Tim was briefly M-JIII before David moved on to Marlborough and I was elevated to M-JI.


    Looking back it was quite a tough place for little boys to learn the disciplines of life. The food, on the whole, was basic. The best meal of the week was toad-in-the-hole and boiled vegetables, followed by squashed flies  currant tart  and custard. The rest of the menu was littered with dishes that I loathed, amongst them horse-meat, tinned spaghetti (the dreaded, slimy worms), tinned sardines, boiled eggs that often seemed to be bad, rice pudding and, equal first with the worms as the most inedible of them all, tapioca.


    I forget which of these it was that I was unable to start, let alone finish, when one of the three joint headmasters, Rex Lord, seized my shoulders and ordered me with risen voice to finish it up immediately. Good Lord, boy, he added, soldiers in the war had to live on GRASS.


    I was probably a terrible weed when it came to eating things that I did not like and I dare say that I lacked resolution generally. Academic work to me was more or less an unequal struggle until it came to History and English. Maths remained a foreign country for most of my academic years; I struggled with Latin; and Science was not even taught at prep schools then. Yet I opened a new Science wing at the flourishing modern St. Bedes not long ago. It enabled me to risk a public airing of the definition of a metallurgist as a man who, looking into the eyes of a platinum blonde, can tell at once whether she is virgin metal or just a common ore, but I have to admit to shameful ignorance whenever a question on the sciences is fired by Jeremy Paxman on University Challenge.


    That is more my fault than that of any of the teachers. In any case huge dollops of consolation for the more trying aspects of life in Eastbourne came on the playing field. There was cricket in the summer, soccer in the Michaelmas term, rugger played on a hollow in the Downs until half-term after Christmas, then hockey at All Saints in the second half.


    That Lent term was almost the best time of the year for me. Cricket beckoned, the weather was getting less freezing, Easter and the joys of spring were round the corner. I could kick a rugger ball further than most and was just about elusive enough to keep out of the reach of heavier youths, so I played at fly-half. Later on my extreme reluctance to tackle anyone who was not much smaller than me found me out but at prep school I got away with it, especially given a scrum-half, David Englefield, who was both quicker and braver. Hockey was even more fun. Passing and running into space seemed to come fairly naturally.


    All first-team games, and all teaching of History and Latin, were the preserve of the Old Marlburian Mr. Lord, who was an exemplary schoolmaster, with a smile that creased his face like ripples in the sand. His dark hair was neat even in a wind and except on Sundays when a dark suit was de rigueur, he dressed always in a tie and a navy blue blazer, usually flecked with blackboard chalk-dust. The kind of irritation displayed at my reluctance to eat perfectly good food was rare but when his equable temperament was seriously disturbed it made his very occasional bursts of anger all the more chilling. There was a particularly naughty Anglo-Greek boy called Christopher Hourmouzious  alias Mouzie  who was always getting into trouble and I can still hear the rising volume of Rexs voice as it rang out one afternoon in the school gym: Mouzie, Mouzie, DONT DO THAT. Instantly the mischief ceased.


    It was Rex who took me and other keen young cricketers to see our first county cricket at The Saffrons. Jim Parks and Robin Marlar, both future presidents of Sussex (and in Marlars case of MCC too) made an immediate impression, as did two from the opposing team, big Jim Stewart of Warwickshire and Peter Richardson of Worcestershire, whose white batting gloves I coveted and who smiled at us as we sat on the grass by the boundary rope.


    Rex Lords apparently effortless authority and the respect he commanded were not, alas, shared by the more prominent of his partners, Jack Keeling, who instilled little else but fear in all the boys under his command. Bespectacled, chain-smoking and volatile, the sight of his slightly dishevelled figure in the day, or by night the smell and simultaneous red glow of his cigarette, were enough to terrify me, and most of my friends, especially if we were guilty of the heinous crime of speaking after lights had been turned off in the dormitory.


    Jacks weapon of vengeance was the slipper or, just occasionally and considerably more painfully, the cane. Because I was frightened of him his attempts to teach me the rudiments of Maths were largely in vain and in an effort to avoid punishment for bad marks I would often resort to charming brighter arithmetical brains to do all or most of my sums for me. That, of course, is fatal because no one will ever make progress until he understands the problem or how to solve it. One day I was caught by Jack colluding in a Maths class with an amiable boy called David Boumphrey. Both of us were told to get down to the lower changing-room which always meant that you were to be whacked with the slipper. There was no time for the insertion of blotting paper into the pants to soften the dreaded blows but on this occasion Boumphreys punishment, whilst I waited outside the changing-room with cold insects apparently creeping across my stomach, seemed to go on much longer than usual, most unjustly since he had only been trying to help me. The reason became apparent when Jacks harsh voice roared through the closed changing-room door: WILL YOU KEEP YOUR BOTTOM STILL, BOUMPHREY!


    Once upstairs the question always asked by other boys was four or six?. In poor Boumphreys case it had been at least twelve.


    I was probably beaten half a dozen times in all during my five years at the school, never savagely and always when I deserved it. The only occasions that Jack used the cane on me, however, were both for imitating members of staff and making fools of them for the amusement of other boys. There was a harmless but rather unpredictable old buffer called Mr. Wells who looked like Mr. Pastry, and an eccentric old lady called Miss Hobjoy who used to supervise bath nights. Clearly Mr. Keeling felt that he should defend the dignity of his staff but in the case of Mr. Wells there was, for once, a nod and a wink that suggested that he rather agreed that my victim was a figure of fun and the cane was wielded less vigorously than sometimes. That is not to say that it did not sting, but there was no mutual grudge between Mr. Wells and me afterwards and I was delighted for him when he surprised everyone by playing a mighty innings in the staff match, getting so excited in the process of becoming suddenly a hero that I feared he might have a heart attack. I believe that he did, eventually.


    Miss Hobjoy, all rosy cheeks and bony elbows, soon forgave me too, but I was less fortunate with the other matrons. A certain Mrs Ashton took a profound dislike to me  I never discovered why, but perhaps because I talked too much  and victimised me to the extent that she is the only person in my life whom I think I have truly hated. I may not have been alone because she was not at the school for more than a year or two. The senior matron, Mrs. Walford, was efficient, consistent in temperament and usually caring. The unfortunate exception came when, halfway through one Michaelmas term at the age of ten, the sharp tummy pains that I had occasionally been suffering in uncharacteristic silence (I can remember pressing the end of a compass into the right hand side of my stomach during lessons to ease the pain), suddenly became vicious. I was sick several times during the night but Mrs. Walford, having to clear up my first unpleasant expulsion, had no sympathy. She was convinced that I had had too much of someones pink birthday cake for tea the evening before, and said so several times. It was therefore a small triumph for me when the following morning the schools visiting medic, Dr. Wilson-Hall, diagnosed acute appendicitis. I was taken out on a stretcher before a contrite Mrs. Walford and a silent cast of boys, thence by ambulance for an emergency operation at Princess Alexandras hospital.


    There were exceptions to these female harridans. Miss Collard was another matron, very young and very beautiful. Alas, she soon got married. Gladys Candlin, wife of the senior headmaster, Hugh  whom I hardly knew as a teacher because his main interests were playing the organ in chapel and teaching Greek to the sixth form  was very sweet. Her fame lay in having taught ballet in Shanghai to the future prima ballerina, Margot Fonteyn, although where and for how long I never learned. Occasionally one was asked to sit beside her at breakfast before Chapel on Sunday morning, while Hugh, a large man with a fringe moustache and a certain similarity to Oliver Hardy, warmed up for choir practice by consuming at least eight pieces of toast. I disgraced myself once by having a nervous twitch (of the sort to which I have always been prone when on edge, not least on the putting green) and knocking a jug of milk all over the table-cloth and into Mrs Candlins lap.


    Rex Lords wife was, like some in BBC soaps, never seen, although he was happily married with a daughter and a son who, like his father, was a fine cricketer. David Lord bowled me first ball in the old boys match, a potential disaster for the school team since I was supposed to be its star, but Rex was equal to the situation, uttering a stentorian No Ball the instant after my stumps had been shattered.


    The third spouse, Valerie Keeling, would do her best to smooth out her husbands rough edges whenever she, too, invited one to sit at her table. Her staple question was always: Are your people coming down this weekend? When they did it made Saturday even more emphatically the best day of the week. An outing with the parents or not, Saturday meant a free afternoon and evening and a strictly rationed hand-out of sweets after morning lessons. Even now the first day of the weekend seems special to me.


    Halfway through my five years a Miss McLean arrived from Scotland to teach Maths. Her stock expression when trying to drum something into me was Has the penny dropped?. Foolishly I always said yes to please her, but it seldom had. Exam results told the truth: Maths hopeless, Languages mediocre, History and English good. How early the die is cast!


    Perhaps the most important source of a basic education was my first female teacher at St. Bedes, the delightful round-figured Miss Barnard, who had also taught my father. A motherly but firm old dear who used to take the first form, she had a face like an owls and taught me many things by heart that have proved useful since, such as French pronunciation, tables up to twelve, major dates of British history and the invaluable thirty days hath September, April, June and November; all the rest have 31 except for February alone, which has but 28 days clear and 29 in each leap year.


    As at all independent schools in those days, religion played a big part in the daily curriculum, let alone on Sundays. St. Bedes had a small, simple and very intimate chapel with an organ and a stained-glass east window, extending from the main form room. We had a short service every morning, with hymns. I was soon in the choir, able to sing in tune if never very beautifully. Away in a Manger remained my only solo performance, other than in many a bath and shower, but carol services at the nearby All Saints Church were an annual highlight.


    Boarders were never bored. Keeling supervised an elaborate Hornby model railway to the delight of many of the boys and painted exceptional scenery himself for the annual school play, always a highlight of the Michaelmas term. Music teaching was available at extra cost, which may be why I never had any, but I learned to shoot a rifle  not a skill I maintained  to jump a wooden horse, to climb a rope in the gym and to box. The mentor there was Ken de Torre, a former sergeant-major who taught PE, gymnastics and the art of self-defence with just the right mixture of humour and enthusiasm. For some reason I was quite good at boxing, winning little silver cups at more weights than one in the annual competitions which would be judged by an outsider, a Captain Stansfield, whose qualifications for the task were unclear. Presumably he was simply military and lived conveniently close.


    One year he ruled that I and my opponent, a tough but slight little boy called Denison, were inseparable after three rounds so we fought a fourth which was deemed to be an epic. Eventually I triumphed but when I came to apply the skills taught me by de Torre in my one and only boxing tournament at my next school, Marlborough, my experience was very different. I was matched on that occasion against a tough little nut called James Tweedie who was stronger but shorter. He was wary of my reach and I of his aggression. After a couple of minutes the judge, Ivo Payne, whose squashed nose advertised his own qualifications, rang the bell and pronounced that, much as he admired our mutual elusiveness, it was high time for one of us to throw a punch.


    I subsequently made Tweedies nose bleed, but he was adjudged the winner and I retired from the ring. I was not so clever or devious as the now successful literary agent John Rush, my contemporary at Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge, who worked out an ingenious way to get a Blue. Word had got round Cambridge that Oxfords heavyweight representative in that years University boxing match was John Coker, a massive African who had already made a name for himself as a powerful wing three-quarters for Oxford and the Harlequins. He had knocked out his light blue opponent the previous year and such was his formidable reputation in the ring that Rush was the only entry for the 1964 Cambridge team at heavyweight.


    I was amongst several of his friends to go to the Corn Exchange in the middle of the City to support him, all of us aware that he was almost certainly about to be mangled. When the bell went, however, Rush was true to his name. He dashed straight at his magnificently muscled opponent with his bearded head down, aiming straight for his private parts. Immediately the bell sounded and the referee warned the Cambridge man that if he did that again he would be disqualified. He did and he was. Thus he won a Blue without throwing or, more importantly, receiving, a single punch.


    If boxing was a passing success for me, acting in the various plays brought out a more genuine minor talent. I apparently brought the house down as the King of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland with the line If hes got a head of course you can cut it off! The school Chronicle used such words as authority and mastery about my performance, undoubtedly from a generous reviewer, but there was a serious actor in the making (not to mention a keen little wicket-keeper) in Nicky Henson, son of the music hall star Leslie Henson. He had been brilliant in a production of the Brothers Grimms Rumpelstiltskin and sparkled as the Mad Hatter. He duly became a professional, although I have only occasionally seen him performing since he reduced a slightly inebriated Sybil to loud laughter with his Pretentious, moi? story in the wedding episode of the immortal series Fawlty Towers.


    Henson was not the only thespian produced by St. Bedes. Peter Cook had gone before him and Eddie Izzard arrived later. As for cricketers, the best days may lie in the future. Recent products have included the Sussex players James Pyemont, Ollie Rayner and Luke Wells, son of Alan, the former county captain who now coaches at the senior school. Pyemont, son of one St. Bedes headmaster and nephew of another, captained Cambridge but I doubt that he had the tactical acumen of my own contemporary Nicholas De Jong, who captained the prep school in my penultimate year. We had been bowled out cheaply by Ascham, the Eastbourne College preparatory school, a fine example of one of those catastrophes that abound in Under-13 cricket. Our captain was not fazed. He instructed me to loosen my bootlaces and to bend to do them up frequently on my way back to my bowling mark. What is more, I was told to double the length of my run up and not to hurry back after each ball. If memory does not play tricks, we came very close to drawing the game.


    These days I might have written a pompous article about such shameless delaying tactics but at the time I think the adults rather admired De Jongs brazen tactics and ingenuity. Cricket played by boys of that age remains wonderfully zealous, innocent and error-strewn. I thoroughly enjoyed watching my own sons when work allowed but I feel for the schoolmasters and their club counterparts, running junior teams, because results are so unpredictable. I have never been able to verify one story in all particulars but believe it to be true. Richard Parsons, who became a wine merchant, was, during his brief time as a schoolmaster, put in charge of the Under-11 team of the Wellington College prep school, Eagle House. To his immense embarrassment they were all out for one. Apologising profusely to his opposite number, he suggested that it was a little early for tea. So the opposing school batted instead. Fifteen minutes later they, too, were all out: for nought.
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    WESTBORNE: LIFE AT MARLBOROUGH


    
    
      
        
          A large Georgian house, but not too large, its two wings in perfect symmetry, joined by a pillared porch and approached through an avenue between a double row of lime trees. This is the old Castle Inn, the heart and birthplace of Marlborough College, solid below the Wiltshire Downs.

        

      

    

    


    I was a borderline entrant to Marlborough. My Common Entrance exam was a curates egg, the bad outweighing the good I suspect, and the schools austere-seeming Master, Tommy Garnett, summoned me to be assessed by various beaks (teachers) in subjects in which I had failed to reach a pass mark. Having produced such an uneven performance in my written exams I apparently rose to the occasion in the oral ones and was accepted in Shell C, the lowest form, in May 1958.


    Garnett had forgotten about my inauspicious start when I sat next to him years later at a dinner in Melbourne after his retirement as headmaster of Geelong, but at the time my cricketing reputation no doubt helped because he himself had been an outstanding schoolboy batsman at Charterhouse. Unlike Charterhouse, Marlborough was a genuine country school with a wide intake of boys whose parents needed to make sacrifices to afford the fees. I was lucky to be there.


    In his Rural Rides Cobbett somehow managed to observe that Marlborough was an ill-looking place in 1821 but his was a singular view. If there is such a thing as a quintessential English market town, Marlborough might be it, with its long, very wide high street, St Peters Church at one end, St. Marys at the other, the river Kennet meandering through and the Downs beyond. It is ancient, with a borough charter first granted in 1204, and almost literally magical. Right behind my first dormitory at the school was a small prehistoric hill known as the Mound with legendary association to Merlin. A few miles away along the road to Bath lies Avebury, with its circle of sarsen stones, not so huge as the ones at Stonehenge but just as mysterious in origin; and the much larger mound of Silbury Hill.


    My teenage mind, alas, was not exactly bursting with curiosity about these things  the Mound was strictly out of bounds for a start  but I could and did appreciate the timeless beauty of the general environment of a school created by a few public-spirited philanthropists in 1843 for the education mainly of the sons of Anglican clergy. Its original centre was the large country house built for the Seymour family (Jane Seymour, Henry VIII and all that) between 1702 and 1715. In 1751 the Duke of Northumberland leased it to an entrepreneur called George Smith, who had previously managed the most famous of the early cricket grounds of London, the one still staging cricket matches for members of the Honourable Artillery Company almost 300 years later.


    Under Smiths management it became the Castle Inn, the most famous stopping point for well-to-do passengers travelling by coach and horses from London to Bath. It was, in fact, one of the largest inns in England, with its twelve parlours, each with two beds, situated on each wing of the hall, a spacious ballroom and outside attractions that included the Mound, a wilderness, pleasant gardens, stables and, as the Bath Journal reported in August 1751, a dog kennel with all conveniences. When the swiftly burgeoning railways began to put the coach owners out of business less than a century later, an even better use was found for this classical example of Georgian elegance. In my day it was divided into C1 and C3. With typical public school perversity, C2 was in a completely different building on the other side of the Bath Road at the base of the playing fields. For the last four of my five years at the school I lived in the other half of Field House, known by the same lack of logic as B3.


    As the school grew, however, it began to take in smaller outhouses, some of which, like Elmshurst, Littlefield and Preshute, were allowed to keep their original names. They were less specifically functional, more homely and a bit more expensive for the fee-paying parents. We in-College boys looked on the out-College types as northerners do southerners. They had to be softer.


    All bravado, of course. Not that I was not a fairly soft little boy at thirteen, enough to be deeply distressed in my first few weeks at the school when a letter from my mother told me that our much adored Staffordshire bull terrier, Garry, had been put down. I can remember crying bitterly during a service in Chapel but there was so much going on all day that there was little time to wallow in homesickness. Marlborough, albeit much reformed since Victorian times, still had a reputation as a tough school but I had a caring first housemaster in Ian Beer and the sensible system of placing boys in junior houses for a year eased the transition for those coming from smaller prep schools or, in a few cases, boys boarding for the first time. By the end of my time Garnetts successor, John Dancy, was preparing the way for sixth form girls and, eventually, full co-education.


    Had they been there in my time I would undoubtedly have been less shy with the opposite sex than I was until life became more normal at University but apart from one swiftly passing attraction my experiences of the well-known danger of being incarcerated in an all male adolescent community were limited. Totally unaware that rugger practice with a plastic ball in a class room was an arousing experience for a friend in my house I was very surprised one afternoon when he suddenly began rubbing himself against my leg like a randy dog. I laughed it off and he remained at a respectful distance thereafter before going on to a distinguished army career. On another occasion I found myself involved equally unexpectedly in an attempt at mutual masturbation with two or three older boys after an invitation to tea in a study shared by two of them. A joss stick had been lit to add atmosphere but, happily, I found it embarrassing rather than exciting.


    There were better things to do with spare time. Town, Downs and the majestic Savernake Forest were all easily accessible by foot or bicycle and although one might constantly have been, as John Betjeman famously put it, summoned by bells for various activities at all hours of the day, there was just the right amount of freedom. Being able simply to wander in the town after lunch gave a sense of release, even if my 10 pocket money a term seldom allowed any actual purchases from the shops. Most of it went at Bernards, the tuck shop. Little corn flake cakes encrusted with chocolate were the favourite treats, at threepence a time. Over the road stood Crosby and Lawrence, the sports outfitters, where I was able to sign for longed-for equipment, such as my first squash racket and fives gloves.


    Starting with the Sun Inn at the College end of the town, the high street was littered with pubs and small hotels. The Ailsbury Arms and the Castle and Ball were the two best hotels but for those with less to spend there were plenty of alternatives. A year after leaving the school my brother David planned a return with one of his old mates and asked me to book him a shared room at the Green Dragon to save money. Much too innocent to enter pubs by myself normally, I duly stepped sheepishly into the dusty hostelry after lunch one day and, peering up to the man behind the bar, asked rather nervously for a double room. Whether it was my halting tongue, in my embarrassment at being in a pub, or the rather elderly landlords hardness of hearing, I dont know but, after a quizzical look, he placed a glass to the base of a bottle above the bar and poured me out a double rum. I wish that I could claim that I was bold enough to drink it.


    The school itself was going through an enlightened era under Garnetts guidance. His great belief, like St. Pauls, was that everyone has a talent and at Marlborough he made it his business to develop each boys gift. There was a beagle pack, a pottery school, a printing house, fishing and climbing expeditions for the country types, an extra music hall built by the boys at his instigation, a farmhouse bought with a legacy to be restored by other boys wanting to learn the arts of building, and other additions to the traditional curriculum of academic subjects, sport, art, religion, the Corps, music and theatre.


    Marlborough has produced more than its fair share of poets, notably the contemporaries Betjeman and Louis MacNeice and three at the school just before the Great War, Siegfried Sassoon, Charles Sorley and Frank Lewis, but of my contemporaries the stars came mainly from other fields. Looking, for an aide-memoire, at the December 1962 issue of the Marlburian, the school magazine produced once a term entirely by the boys, I am amazed by its sophistication and lack of pretence, except, perhaps, in a poem written by myself and published by the editor, Angus Dunn, with whom I had shared a study for a term or two. He lived then in a village quaintly named Christmas Pie. A tall, academic, serious chap as a schoolboy, he became first a diplomat, then a successful banker.


    My less than immortal lines, entitled The Bitter Rose, apparently reflected an unrequited love affair that I no longer recall, unless I was imagining the grief of the delightful girl from St. Marys, Wantage, one of the local schools against whom we had occasional social fixtures. I spent a romantic evening with her during a school dance, only to ditch her, callously, when it became apparent that she was looking for a serious relationship.


    My efforts as a poet  I am surprised to find that others found their way into the magazine at different times, including an anonymous one under the initials C.A.D, were colourful but superficial. By lack of pretence, however, I mean the matter of fact way in which it was mentioned that Peter Medawar, at Marlborough from 1928 to 1932, had just won the Nobel Prize for his work on skin tissue grafting, which paved the way for medical transplants; and that F.C. Chichester, an older Marlburian, had successfully completed the double crossing of the Atlantic in Gypsy Moth III, outward passage 33 days, homeward 26. Good British understatement. Sir Francis Chichester and his little boat had not, of course, finished their liaison.


    Naturally, for every outstanding boy there were scores of ordinary ones, almost certainly no less worthy contributors to society in their later lives. Contemporaries of mine who made a larger than normal impact in the early sixties included the shy, precociously gifted Mike Griffith, who later won Blues for cricket, hockey and rackets, captained Sussex and played hockey for Great Britain; and Jonathan Harvey, a fair-haired giant who won Blues as both flannelled fool and muddied oaf, the first as a fast outswing bowler, the second as a strong second row forward who could also kick like a prototype Jonny Wilkinson. Jack Hopper was a natural at all games who briefly became a golf professional and remained a very good amateur, and Bill Hadman, an Oxford scholar who must have played rugby for England but for injury. He was made, apparently, of solid teak and I can still feel the force of his customary greeting, a genial punch on the shoulder.


    The sheer diversity of types and talents at that time reflects well on Garnetts philosophy, not to mention his staff. Amongst my other contemporaries, Iain MacDonald-Smith, slim, frail and freckled in his youth, partnered Rodney Patterson to an Olympic sailing gold medal; the 400-metre runner Martin Winbolt-Lewis, another British Olympian, could have done many things well but was content as a prison and hospital chaplain; Ian Balding, trainer of Mill Reef, and Peter Makin both became successful racehorse trainers; Ben Pimlott was a renowned left-wing historian; and Alastair Goodlad, who won a school election as a flamboyant Conservative candidate, became Tory Chief Whip then Tony Blairs surprise choice as Our Man in Australia, where he served a second term because he was so popular. In his schooldays Goodlads main fame came from being a mazy wing three-quarters, although he was not so fast or powerful as two of his successors in my time, the brothers Louis and Charles Mbanefo, sons of a Nigerian judge at the time of the tragic Biafran War.


    Amongst the more artistic types, Christopher Lloyd, engaging but wonderfully pompous even as a mere A level history student like me, went on to become Surveyor of the Queens Pictures, in the footsteps of the more notorious Marlburian Sir Anthony Blunt. Robin Janvrin is now ennobled, having served with the utmost distinction and discretion as the Queens private secretary. Crispian Steele-Perkins, a mischievous boy with a twinkle in his eye, was clearly destined to make a name as a trumpeter and duly did. Nick Drake, the singer, guitarist and songwriter, was part of a talented little school band group that I believe briefly included one Christopher Davison, alias Chris de Burgh, the hugely successful singer. He has made a fortune and maintained his dignity far better than most pop stars. Drake by contrast was little known in his time and was brought to an early death by drugs and depression, but he is revered by the cognoscenti as a highly influential musician, whose songs had a pained originality.


    Unlike similar schools Marlboroughs theatre, the Memorial Hall, was hardly state of the art, but I briefly trod its boards from time to time with the character actors Paul Brooke and Michael Elwyn (real name Michael Emrys-Jones and, like so many actors, the keenest of cricketers) and the versatile Shakespearean Michael Pennington, whose brilliant performance as Prospero in the school production of The Tempest was undoubtedly enhanced by my memorable appearance as a sprite. What I remember most about Pennington was his voice. It had an Olivierian timbre and clarity at the age of eighteen and still does, on stage, screen and radio.


    I never wanted, nor had the talent, to become an actor but I did take the lead role, that of a character called Dobelle, in an Irish play called The Moon in the Yellow River, written by Denis Johnston in 1931; and also in a house production of John Osbornes Luther. Both received a reasonable local press but what I most remember about Luther is the hours of repetitive memorising of the lines that took up most of my time in the previous holiday. I can see myself now on the floor of the study at the Dutch House with my hand over the page repeating speech after speech until each was drummed into the consciousness like a cork being squeezed back into a bottle-neck. It was enough to dissuade anyone from the stage.


    Much more fun were the end of term concerts in which, towards the end of my schooldays, I used to take a leading part as a mimic, often in cahoots with Humphrey Carpenter. Son of the Bishop of Oxford, Humphrey was another brilliant musician who was equally adept on the tuba, the piano, the bass saxophone and the double bass. He was a natural broadcaster and a prodigious author whose biographies included works on W.H. Auden, Benjamin Britten, Ezra Pound and J.R.R. Tolkein. Both as boy and man, Humphrey, occasionally spotted again at Broadcasting House, always looked dishevelled and, with his long nose and sticking-out ears, a bit like a baby elephant. He was genial, dishevelled and unassuming, although he could bash out fierce critiques on a typewriter.


    There was, I suppose, the odd rather dull schoolmaster in my five years at the College, but generally they were a sparkling bunch of characters, not least the ones handpicked by Garnett. They included the two in-College junior housemasters, Dennis Silk and Ian Beer, later headmasters respectively of Radley and Harrow. Garnett had gone to Cambridge to appoint them when they were still undergraduates, one the captain of cricket, the other of rugby.


    A house had been designed by a prison architect with stone steps and iron railings around a central well and my father reported that nothing had changed it since his spell at the school in the 1920s. The two dynamic young housemasters counterbalanced the spartan building in which they lived. Both believed that to encourage uncertain adolescents was far more productive than scolding them. Ian was a good-looking fellow with what seemed a permanent half-smile on his face, although his predominant feature was a pair of cauliflower ears, in those days a badge of honour for self-respecting rugby forwards.


    Dennis looked and behaved like a great, amiable bear. He had a huge, open, welcoming face with a chin like Desperate Dans and lively dark eyes. His voice, always beautifully modulated, was distinctively soft: every sentence he uttered seemed to have been carefully considered first, such was the deliberate manner of its deliverance. His first words to me were instantly captivating: Well done, M-J: you played a blinder. He was referring to my effort on the left wing for the A2 hockey team, who had defeated his own A1 earlier in the afternoon. Later it was my good fortune to find myself in his fifth form after my O levels. He encouraged me to read far more widely than ever I had before, including works that I would otherwise have avoided, like Boswells Life of Johnson and the poems of A.E. Housman, or others that I might never have considered, such as Robert Gravess Goodbye To All That, Sassoons Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man, and Elspeth Huxleys The Flame Trees of Thika. One way or another Silk remained the biggest influence on my schoolboy progress, bringing the same mighty enthusiasm, sensitivity and bonhomie to his running of the Colts cricket team and, although I did not experience it personally, the always competitive first XV.


    In the previous academic year I had begun, at last, to broaden my academic horizons a little under the lead of another outstanding teacher, Arnold Ronald Donald Wright, soon to become headmaster of Shrewsbury. An imposing figure, very tall with a slight stoop, he had a loud voice and was never either dull or predictable. On one occasion he threw a book at a boy called Horsey who had offended him in some way. On another, if the memory does not deceive, he threw a whole desk at someone as well. It was, I think, the tragic Michael Maxwell, one of seven children of the mighty but notorious Robert. A clever, very reserved boy, Michael was involved in a car accident from which he emerged with irreparable brain damage. He remained in a coma for years before dying in 1968.


    Wrights philosophy was that his charges should not wait to be taught something. We had to go out and get it. Once our O levels had been taken he allowed us all to do a project of some kind. My friend Timothy Osborn-Jones and I decided that we would write a joint report on the youth of Swindon, which involved cycling to the nearest big town and more or less doing as we pleased. It included going to see Frankensteins Monster at the cinema, with a careful eye on other attendant youths, naturally. The document that I subsequently produced, undoubtedly a fascinating contribution to Sociology in Mid 20th Century Britain, was never read by A.R.D. Wright, because it was lost in a major fire at his house, Littlefield.


    That I got sufficient A level grades in History and English to be offered a university place owed much also to the learned Peter Carter, an expert on monasticism, whose handwriting was so minuscule that he could have written the whole of Bedes Ecclesiastical History of the English People on a few pages of foolscap. I caught some of his enthusiasm for monks but not, perhaps, to the same extent as more intelligent and academically minded form-mates, such as Lloyd.


    The more down-to-earth Bill Spray, another future headmaster, guided me academically through my last year. He, too, set a fine example as a human being.


    My housemaster, Percy Chapman, was an austere clergyman whom few if any of us got to know, but his successor Jake Seamer was a Marlborough character of real character. He remained in the town into his nineties, serving it as Mayor after his retirement from the staff of his old school. He had returned there after colonial service in Sudan, where, in the broiling heat, he claimed a very unusual variation on the rare feat of scoring a hundred before lunch. Jake scored one before breakfast.


    With his straight back, craggy jaw, prominent proboscis and spectacles he had a formidable presence and personality and with a bat in his hands you could somehow sense that this was a man of backbone who would neither countenance anything underhand, nor give his wicket away lightly. There was, however, a notable exception, the occasion on which he played for Somerset against Hampshire the morning after a Commem Ball at Oxford. He had not gone to bed, so he was dropped down the order to allow him to get some lost sleep on the physiotherapists couch.


    Alas, Somerset collapsed, an experience not wholly without precedent in those days. Jake was summoned from deep slumber, hastily got his pads and gloves on to go out at the almost instantaneous fall of the next wicket and arrived at the crease in a daze, with a headache, to face Alex Kennedy. Remembering his education at Marlborough  if in doubt, push out  he took a large forward stride to the first ball and heard an ear splitting appeal as the ball thudded into his pad. To his disappointment it was given not out but the second ball struck his front leg again. This time there was no reprieve. Out he walked, aching head down, his emotions a mixture of relief, dejection and embarrassment. When he saw the white of a picket fence ahead of him he was aware of laughter from the crowd. Sorry, mate, said Lofty Herman of Hampshire, pointing in the opposite direction. The pavilions that way.


    That story told against himself masked a sporting career of solid achievement. At school he had been a star cricket, rugby and hockey player and at Oxford in the mid 1930s he got both cricket and hockey Blues. His courage and powerful frame must have made him a formidable rugger player too, not least as a hefty, accurate place kicker who would summon a fag from the touchline to hand him his glasses when there was a penalty or a conversion to be taken. Having booted the ball between the posts he would hand the boy his glasses again.


    In 1948, a season when Somerset had five different captains, he was one of the three official ones, with his distinguished Oxford and Sudan contemporary Mandy Mitchell-Innes and his fellow Marlburian George Woodhouse. Jake was by now thirty-five, playing on leave from Sudan and although Somerset did not have a great season his personal record of 223 runs in ten games, not out five times batting at number eight, was creditable.


    Jake was an obvious candidate to be master in charge of cricket but he preferred to take the second XI while keeping a benign eye on events elsewhere. Mike Griffith recalls his advice that if you were going to play a long innings it wasnt necessary to take a quick single off every ball.


    John Thompson, known to all as JRT, was no less wise an observer of schoolboy cricketers. One of the greatest of all rackets players, he had been a batsman of high class for Cambridge and Warwickshire and he ran the first XI with skill and quiet authority until handing over to David Green, another former county cricketer, in 1964.


    JRT too, lived to a great age, ninety-two. He was a wise counsellor, never inclined to exaggerate the importance of cricket in the general scheme of life. Speaking softly, with the words coming slightly from one side of his mouth, he commanded respect and I would hang on every word all the more because there were so few of them. He organised all the practices with quiet efficiency but left much of the coaching to his professional, the jockey-sized all-rounder David Essenhigh, who spoke with a lovely Wiltshire burr and was utterly devoted to the players in his care. JRT seldom intervened. He preached accuracy to his bowlers and, working on the old saw that the best professional bowlers could pitch it on a sixpence, he placed a sheet of paper on a length on the off-stump one day and ran a competition to see who hit it most often. To my delight I was comfortably the most consistent of the first XI bowlers and a few days later received a specially produced certificate from JRT pronouncing me officially the Worlds Most Accurate Bowler. It rammed home the message and made me feel better than I was.


    The motto was style ahead of strength when it came to batting, which, sadly, may not fit the bill for the age of the Twenty20 cricketer, even at school. The best kind of four is the one that makes the fielder chase the ball all the way to the boundary before it crosses the line ahead of him he would say. You dont need to smite the ball, just to stroke it. His own batting, still gracing the Wiltshire side in the sixties, demonstrated his message perfectly. His rackets partner was another Marlborough beak, David Milford, a shy man with a genius for games and revered as one of Englands greatest hockey players.


    Hockey was Marlboroughs great sport. The main pitch, Level Broadleaze, was always one of the best in the land until artificial surfaces took over. There were at least three future internationals in the school in my time  Griffith, David MacAdam and Rupert McGuigan  and there were always at least a couple of internationals on the staff. Graeme Walker, later headmaster of Harberdashers Askes School in Hertfordshire, was the one I remember best, both for his nimbleness and his sense of humour.


    School life got better and better for me. Captaining the cricket XI at Lords and in the weeks leading up to that match against Rugby in 1963 was, despite the distraction of A levels, the focal point. The big disappointment in that last year was that the hockey term was wiped out by the coldest winter since 1947, eliminating any chance I might have had of making the XI. But I left in a mood that mixed elation, nostalgia and optimism, after one last end-of-term concert and a final, hearty rendition of the two school songs that always sent everyone to bed happy on the last night of term. One, to a rollicking tune by Sir George Dyson, had been sung by leavers since the Christmas Concert of 1912, with rousing lines by J. Bain that included we all must go in time my lads; and the heartfelt chorus: Were all going home in the morning!


    The Old Bath Road, the other hardy perennial, also had a memorable tune by Dr. J.W. Ivimey and lyrics by C.L.F. Boughey that started: Strong and true on its western stages/Girt by downland and tree-clad hill/Strong and true as in bygone ages/the Old Bath Road fares onward still/And strong and true the young with the older/Stands the school, our youths abode/Side by side and shoulder to shoulder/Guarding the flanks of the Old Bath Road.


    There had been 800 boys at Marlborough at any time in my five years so it is not surprising that a week seldom goes by without my bumping into one of my contemporaries. Sadly, that is not true of any of my closest friends at the school. Richard Allen, whose sense of humour was absolutely the same as mine, went to Canada and died of cancer in his thirties. Two others, A.J. (Adrian) Coote, a brilliant games player, and Robert Tiarchs (son of the Archdeacon of the Isle of Wight, rather a fine title I always thought), who was a good companion in Bill Sprays History Upper Vth class, went to University in Canada and remained there; and Nick Parkinson, whose pink podginess belied his great natural ability as a games player, especially as a left-arm swing bowler who had defeated Winchester almost by himself in 1963, followed the melancholy example of his father, a doctor from the Fens, by taking his own life.


    I did not really begin to understand the dreadful spectre of depression until years later when an even more gifted and far more extrovert friend, Robin Skinner, a respected solicitor loved by everyone and the successful head of a thriving family, left his office in Sussex one afternoon and walked in front of a train. In Robins case the tragedy might to an extent have been caused by a prescription for the wrong pills and I have since witnessed how a change of medicine brought about the sudden revival of a famous cricketer, Hubert Doggart, following years of depression.


    There were no such shadows over my own outlook at the age of eighteen. Immediately ahead lay Lords, a family holiday in Portugal and a gap year that gradually took shape after John Dancy, a classical scholar of high intellect, had suggested in his final report that this workaday academic might develop further at a University. Once the future had been planned I used the rest of that precious year enjoyably, if less altruistically than so many of those leaving sixth forms at both state and independent schools these days. I worked a passage on a ship to and from South Africa; taught a summer term at a prep school in the Surrey hills (where the irascible and cricket-ignorant headmaster wanted to beat an unfortunate boy called Morton-Clarke for practising the shot he had just played after being dismissed); and wrote a nave novel about a cricket commentator in love with a Scots lassie who had accidentally killed an intruder at her cottage in the Highlands.


    Neither this nor a subsequent attempt at acquiring literary fame through a thriller, written in a summer vacation, about an England cricketer kidnapped by a terrorist during a tour of the West Indies, deserved to see the light of day. I had kept quiet about these absorbing but misguided hours of toil, until admitting them to, of all people, Jeffrey Archer. I felt unable to fib when, sitting beside him one day at a lunch or dinner, he asked me directly if I had ever tried writing a novel. Persuasive as he was, at least before his unfortunate fall from grace, I found myself digging the second manuscript out of a drawer and sending it to him. I had to press hard for its return many months later. That he felt unable to recommend a publisher and that not a hint of plagiarism has been evident in any of his best sellers since is, I think, a fair enough indication that I was never cut out to be a serious writer.


    Many journalists are to be admired, certainly, but not so much as good novelists. The cross that each of the successful ones must bear, of course, is that, like professional sportsmen, they are seldom able to reach the heights time and again.
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