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Introit

In his Robert Browning: Essays and Thoughts (1890) John T. Nettleship describes the poet’s intention in writing his great epic Sordello (1840) to have been to show “step by step the development of a soul from infancy onwards.” Sordello, the man, is a footnote in history, only remembered as a guide to Dante and Virgil, introduced in Book VI of the Purgatorio. He was a poet condemned to obscurity since, unlike Dante, he chose to write in Provençal rather than Tuscan, and thus wrote himself out of history. Dante, though, held him in high regard: anima lombarda, come ti stavi altera e distegnosa—a Lombard soul who bore himself with lofty disdain; dolce duca, gentle leader. But, as a poet who judged the work of princes, Sordello stood at a confluence of forces and ideas that influenced the course of European, and hence world, events. For a moment, as conceived by Browning, he held the balance of ideas and the potential for humanitarian action. He never in fact did anything—it was not in his peculiar nature to act, until it was too late—but he was a prism that refracted a hundred strands of light. The particularities of that prism—the development of that lonely soul thrust prematurely into the violent events of thirteenth-century Lombardy—were Browning’s subject matter. Thus some of us stumble accidentally onto the stage of big ideas and their related events, even the biggest idea of the age. We are not important in ourselves. We shall, like Sordello, end up as footnotes. But insofar as we become a focus in the struggle of ideas, and insofar as our souls become their prisms where the refraction bends the light one way or another, then it is perhaps of some slight consequence to know how the soul developed. At the very least it might be entertaining, at the most instructive, and never less than curious.

“Who will, may hear Sordello’s story told…”


Part 1

Stages in a Life
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1

The Child: Dancing for the Woolworth Ladies

He never knew how it started, the dancing business. But then, like so many supposed childhood memories, it only seems half real at a distance. How many were really his own memories and how many were things she had told him so often that he thought he remembered them? But this must be a real one in some way because he could see the dance itself, and she had never told him about that, just that he danced for the ladies. It was a strange little affair: hop skips in a circle, arms outstretched like an ungainly bird trying to take off; then hands above the head, palms together, and twirl and twirl and twirl until dizzy; then a dreamy swinging lurch in a circle in the other direction. A bizarre kind of bird dance to be sure. Perhaps he had been inspired by watching the plovers on the moors, with their pathetic attempts to feign wing injury, to lead him away from their nests. But surely that came later, when he was older? Dancing for the biscuit-counter ladies started when he was about two years old. But he would have already been to the moors by then. Not alone. They would have been with him. Alone came later. But wherever it came from, the dance was a hit. The Woolworth Ladies applauded and cooed, and gave him gingersnaps and biscuits with cream-filled centers: little luxuries that were way beyond the penny bag of broken arrowroots they came to get. He always saved the luxuries and gave them to her after they left Woolworth’s, and then they shared them. At least that’s what she told him. He was such a thoughtful toddler. Again in retrospect he wondered. A normal toddler would surely have scoffed the lot at the first chance. Two-year-olds are not known for delayed gratification on this scale. But then, was he a normal toddler?

For a start he should never have been born. He doesn’t of course remember his birth except through her stories. But there again in dreams he finds himself in a giant water sack suddenly exposed to the light and loud sounds. He kicks to get free and can’t and chokes and wakes up screaming. If this is a real memory, did they hear that fetal scream? Did they see him thrashing like a captured fish in a plastic bag, his gills working overtime, until he was pushed back into the dark and the quiet? Evidently it’s written up in the medical journals of the time. But then there was no television and it didn’t make the headlines. The doctors had told her that if the appendix was to be successfully removed, the baby should really be removed first. They could try to move the womb out, take out the appendix, and then put the womb back, but the chances of normal birth after that were slim, and there would be no more children. The doctors discussed this with her, and with the father; together they decided to try to keep the baby. The doctors were against it, but it looked like a last chance anyway and the fateful decision was taken. He was hauled out thrust back and sown up like the contents of a haggis. During all this time she had barely eaten and couldn’t eat much afterwards. He was probably only saved because when born he was so tiny (less than three pounds) that he came out easily. And after all, he’d had a kind of practice. Talk about the twice born. What do they know?

But he shouldn’t really have been born nor should he have survived the double pneumonia of his first year. Tiny baby with the tiny bones: they bathed him in a salad bowl; he slept in a padded shoebox. Some lady doctor with sound common sense told her not to wean him at the fashionably early time but keep him on the breast. There he huddled, shivered and survived. Early on he beat the odds. The rest was all borrowed time. And he was the precious child, the only child, literally the unique one. The burden was to be all on him. But whatever the fright of the double birth might have done, he was henceforward held tight in a cocoon of love that had him live and dance and roam and never forget that he was a miracle. It’s hard being a miracle; but he seemed to be succeeding with the Woolworth ladies at least. He had the gingersnaps to prove it.

A penny bag of broken arrowroot biscuits. Yes. That’s a memory. Biscuits were sold loose then, and if you went at the end of the day they’d sell off the broken ones for next to nothing. It was part of the survival thing which at the time he never noticed but parts of which were graphic enough in memory. He had one absolutely genuine memory; all his own. He knew which these were because they were things the adults didn’t know about and so they must be his and not just memories created by the praise poems she sang about him to the relatives and neighbors and friends and anyone who would listen. Here is the memory as he told it to them:

He was on a broad pavement with big stone squares. He was watching other small children play marbles or hop scotch. In the background was a large redbrick building with long grimy windows, and lined against the wall were men, lots of men, in cloth caps and waistcoats, smoking and talking. The men were laughing and occasionally pointing at the children. The men seemed so big and the voices so deep, and they seemed far away although they were really only a few steps. And for the first time he had the feeling: they knew something he didn’t know. The grownups knew something and that thing made them different, like things from another world. Once he was a grownup he would know what that was and he would have that confident laugh, that authority with the world he never felt. No longer would he have to please the Woolworth ladies, to please her, because he would know the secret and he would have the power. He didn’t tell them about this feeling. They wouldn’t have understood and he couldn’t have articulated it. But he was sure this was the first time. But where was he?

It was settled. There was only one place he could be said his father. On Saturday mornings when the men went to the labor exchange to collect the dole, they often took the children with them to play together on the wide pavement before they went in. The mothers liked this arrangement because it meant the men would come back home with the children and the dole intact and not take it off to the pub or the dog track or wherever. Not that his father would ever have done that she hastened to interject always, but some would and we knew who they were. It was bad enough only having eighteen shillings a week of which nine went on rent. How could they think to go off drinking and gambling? Man may not live by bread alone, but he’d better start with it or he’d not be around to do any of the other things. He heard and was proud of his father who was not like other men. But it was a genuine memory, and his own, and his earliest, and he must have been almost three—about the time of the Woolworth ballet.

Of course he didn’t dance for the biscuits. They were buying the arrowroots anyway, and the other luxuries were only a tiny treat; they were not needed. He danced to please her because she was proud of anything he did, and she was anxious to have her pride confirmed. The child rescued from death was precocious, she knew that. But she was not well educated, having spent most of her young years in a TB sanitarium where they saw she had the basic three Rs and drawing, and where she became an avid reader. But her knowledge of the world was limited and she needed this outside confirmation. The Woolworth ladies were a small part of this, but their applause and cries of amazement were a contribution richly rewarding to her. He didn’t usually sing for them, but he sang for the uncles. Again the uncles are a dim memory if a memory at all—and the hordes of cousins long forgotten. He never bothered much with the cousins. He was always looking to the adults. Always looking for the secret. The uncles knew hundreds of songs, as his father did, many of them World War I songs. He could do a fair version of Roses of Picardy before he had any idea what the words meant—except that they were sad.

The roses will fade with the summertime

And although we are far far apart

There is one rose that blooms still in Picardy

It’s the rose that I keep in my heart

He knew to throw out his hand at the end and hold the last note because that is what uncle George did and it always got lots of applause. Nothing of course compared with the applause he got: he’d be another John McCormack, they said. But wasn’t that the point. The uncles are a blur of jolly red faces with their perpetual waistcoats and watch chains and the smell of snuff, tobacco, and wet wool that always hung around them. They all worked in the wool mills and the smell clung. His father had no work at the time, hence the dole queue. He smelled of country things: wet grass, wood smoke, cheap cigarette tobacco (Woodbines in packs of five), chickens, and manure. They lived not in the town, but in the nearby country villages, where they tapped into the rural economy and the bounty of nature: rabbits and pigeons and the produce of the hedgerows. Now he did remember the big woven baskets and collecting berries and how the thorns and spines hurt his fingers. There were the wonderful smells afterwards in the kitchen—smells of blueberry and elderberry and raspberry and wild strawberry, and bilberry picked from the heather, all being made into jams and preserves. There was the wild thyme and mint and watercress and acres of free rhubarb which grew like a weed, and even the tender shoots of nettles boiled or made into delicious drinks with dandelion leaves—the smells of sugar and yeast and fermentation. It would always pain him to have to pay for any of these things. God intended them as free: you just reached out and took them. You didn’t need to dance for these. Rabbit and pigeon made delicious pies, the hens gave eggs, and once they were old they gave themselves to be simmered for hours, with vegetables from the allotment, to get them tender.

He remembered sitting with Grandpa (an honorary title—both his real grandfathers were dead from the aftereffects of battlefield gas), cutting up old cabbages to throw to the hens. He remembered the disputes this caused: the first time he heard them quarreling. She said grandpa overstuffed the hens, sitting there day in and day out cutting up food and throwing it to them, and they couldn’t lay properly. The father said it was all the old man had to do and they shouldn’t spoil his pleasure. She said he didn’t have to feed the family or he would care more. The father, as usual, went silent, never having many words except when singing, or occasionally telling his old army stories. She didn’t care for these, but the boy was fascinated. It was another world—of desert and dry hills and scorching suns and wild men in turbans charging with swords, and heroic deeds of attack and retreat, and long days of boredom when the main activity was going out on the veranda to kick the punka wallah who had fallen asleep and let the fans slow to a halt. Then those terrible sad days on some burnt hillside at sunset where they stood to attention round a grave and the bugler played the last post, which his father imitated, making the unbearable weeping bugle notes. And days of languid sunny pleasure to see the Taj Mahal and the Vale of Kashmir.

He didn’t realize at the time how desperate the father was for this life which was all the quiet man cared about; how restricted and imprisoned the man felt in this little Pennine village hanging on to the edge of the cliff above the town. How his head swarmed with raging Pathans and laughing pals and foolish officers and funny servants and cricket on the local maharaja’s personal cricket field. But together they poured over the albums of tiny box brownie prints brought back and already fading: the rambling Red Fort at Agra, the unreal beauty of the Taj Mahal, the mythical Vale of Kashmir, the sinister Khyber Pass; groups of soldiers, grinning servants in dhotis, brilliant Sikh horsemen, and gallant little Gurkhas with their heavy knives. Even the King of Afghanistan escaping by plane from his fractious country stirred into rebellion by Russian villainy: Amantullah fleeing Nadir Khan on the first occasion in military history when troops were airlifted. These were vast lives the adults lead. The quiet man had helped to rescue a King.

It was all given up to come back and marry her. They argued about that too. He should have stayed in the army, she said; it was security, a house in the married quarters, status even. But she didn’t realize that the army as such was not the thing: it was the army in India. Away from that he didn’t seem to care what he did, and was as happy doing nothing as working. She had lied to her employer—a professor of Economics at Leeds University, for whose children (Bunty and Tony—both girls) she was the nanny. The professor and his lady, who had her absolute devotion, asked if her young man had a job. They were kind people and concerned for her, so she said he had; but he was to be more than two years without one. They had a shilling less a week than Frank McCourt’s parents, and paid three shillings more in rent. But there was no sense of blinding poverty even though they were unquestionably poor. For a start, the father did not spend the pitiful few shillings on drink. And they were in the country with the vegetables and the chickens. They gathered those free goods of nature that stayed so vividly in the nasal memory. They cheated, as did every one on the dole who could get away with it. If you revealed any casual income the “means test” would make you sell “unnecessary furniture.” The father worked a few hours a week for the farmer where she worked part-time as a cook—and the farmer threw in some meals, butter and vegetables, and all the rabbits and pigeons he could take on the farm lands. Someone ratted on them however. And for the first time he saw her anger—as much with the father for being so stoical about it as with the perpetrator. We were bound to get caught sooner or later, he said. But for her it was the unmitigated evil of the snake who told the authorities. He was frightened at the expression of her hate; he went outside and stayed there a long time with Grandpa and the chickens.

People often didn’t like her. She had airs and pretensions above her station. She, unlike them, had worked in middle-class houses and absorbed middle-class values. (But what does a professor do, mummy? Very clever things. Oh.) She also had plenty of middle-class relatives and they remained her model of correct and decent behavior, not the feckless working class among whom she was unhappily trapped, and who could have been avoided if only the father had stayed in the army instead of just the reserves. But the reserve money—thirteen pounds and thirteen shillings a year, paid quarterly—made all the difference. It was the slight edge that gave them a holiday at Blackpool or Morcambe or Scarborough when the others, with their over-large families—another subject of indignant scorn—couldn’t afford it. But she never compromised. They had high tea and read Winnie the Pooh and listened to suitable programs on Children’s Hour and saw Shirley Temple movies. They went to church on Sunday mornings with all new clothes for Easter Sunday and always said please and thank you (it would never have occurred to him to do otherwise.) He wore the fashionable little Teddy Bear coats and hats, even if they were either home made from patterns or bought at the cut-price store. He didn’t get to play with the grubby children who didn’t do these things—even the cousins who fell below par. So she was not liked, but she didn’t care. She knew what the nice people did and she emulated it as best she could, especially after the father found work—in the wool mill of course. To work at all in those days was status.
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She was uneasy about the father’s passion for Rugby League, but sensible enough to know that it was a cheap and harmless pleasure—not like the pub or the dog track, and also could be made a family “outing” with sandwiches and thermos flasks of hot dark tea. Cricket especially was positively encouraged for these reasons. So every Saturday was a sports expedition. How could they have known that it was to lead to the little miracle’s first public triumph—a triumph so great that any subsequent successes were always measured against it. “Why, it’s just like Wembley all over again.” And he would agree, but again without knowing if it was his memory or theirs. Of course, they would say, you must, absolutely must remember it. But he had heard the story and looked at the photographs so many times, that how much of it was really his he did not know. The band part he thought he remembered. That much was his. But he had really no idea what was happening, the little two-year old miracle. A lot of noise, a lot of people, an inordinate amount of attention, more than usual, and him performing at the top of his lungs and marching form, and the applause. Yes, perhaps he remembered.

For a start the team managed its own miracle. The Cinderella of the league, given no chance at all, produced a back called Joey after whom his budgerigar was named. “Joey, Joey, poor Joey!” it repeated in endless imbecility. And Joey on the field repeated feats of derring-do which landed the team—otherwise rank outsiders—in the league cup final. This was always played in London at Wembley Stadium even though the game was confined to the northern counties. The excuse was to publicize the professional game in the south (where the amateur Rugby Union held snobbish sway) but the real reason was to give twenty thousand northerners a chance for a cheap trip to the capital. The processions of coaches started south at ungodly hours of the morning and the barbarian hordes poured in. (They were good-natured and nonviolent hordes though in those days—the midst of a depression. Something frightening has happened since then.) For the occasion she had knitted (she knitted practically everything he wore) a blue and white stocking cap, a blue and white scarf, and blue and white mittens. They had blue and white scarves too, but he was the centerpiece with his long blue and white trumpet. The team, being cheered as it boarded the train for the momentous journey south several days earlier, spotted him in the crowd of supporters, adopted him as the team mascot, had their photo taken with him by the local press. The next day it happened. He was on the front page: “Keighley’s Youngest Supporter Ready For Wembley.” Sitting on his father’s arm tooting the trumpet boldly at the crowd. The photo was mounted on a card and all the team signed it. She still has it.

That would have been enough, God knows, but once on the scene they had seats at the front and he went out on the field and marched up and down on the sideline blowing his trumpet for the crowd. The marching band was passing. Breathless hush. The bandmaster comes over and asks if he can borrow “the little fellow.” The father wants to protest, goes red in the face with embarrassment; this is “making a fuss” it is “calling attention to yourself”—the greatest sin of all. But protesting would call even more attention, so it is dropped. Hand in hand the little trumpeter goes fearlessly (what should he fear, he is the miracle boy) to the head of the band, and marches, trumpet a-tooting all around the huge field to the wild applause of a hundred thousand people. Again, it should have been enough, but back home, at the next Shirley Temple film, on came the Movietone News (or was it Pathé?) and there it was. She leapt to her feet in real astonishment and pointed and all the cinema saw. Movietone had chosen to feature this event as much as the game itself. There he was, marching on the newsreel for all the world to see. The team lost the game, of course. But it was a miracle they were even at it. Miracles seek each other out it seems. The rest of his life could only be an anticlimax. But more for them than him. For it was their event really. If he doesn’t really remember it at all, in what sense is it his? The trumpet he had for years. It disappeared somewhere in the wartime travels. It was taken out like a Plains Indian sacred pipe and the great deeds were recited. He thought about that trumpet a lot and about what you got for blowing away at it and pleasing the adults even if you didn’t know what their secret was and what they really wanted. Keep blowing, keep marching, keep you chin up and smile and do the things for the adults that get you chocolate biscuits and two minutes on Movietone; you will find that secret out.

London had been decorated for the coronation of the new King. The previous one was not mentioned, banished from conversation for reasons that were part of that great adult secret. All the father would say was that the ‘abdicated’ King was a bloody fool, and for once she didn’t contradict him. The local street boys sang a version of the carol:

Hark the herald angels sing,

Mrs. Simpson’s got our King.

But he didn’t know what that meant, or who Mrs. Simpson was, or why she would want the King anyway. What would she do with him? Never mind. Street parties were held and he got a mug with the new King and Queen on it. Father had a job and mother a new polished gate-legged table for high tea and whist games with the uncles, when the other tables were brought out and winners moved on from table to table ‘til the finalists ended up at the same table. The games went on late but he got to stay up so he could ring the little bell at the end of each round, and join in the break for refreshments when the uncles sang and recited. (“The Green Eye of the Little Yellow God,” “Gunga Din,” “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” “They’re Hanging Danny Deever in the Morning.”) He got to do his turn of course, “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic” or “Little Boy Kneels at the Foot of His Bed.” This was a great favorite with its central character of Christopher Robin saying his prayers. He always ended it by laying his head on his praying hands and reducing volume to a whisper: “Hush, hush, whisper who dares, Christopher Robin is saying his prayers.” The uncles and guests all agreed he was bound for the stage. She was delighted.

He remembers one night when he was sitting under one of the tables with his bell and the voices were droning and laughing and gradually getting further and further away, and he fell asleep. They discovered him several rounds later with much laughter and petting and putting to bed. He remembers the moments before falling asleep when a little panic set in. He was drifting away from the adults, losing them; he would never find out what their secret was; what they were laughing at; like Peter Pan he would never grow up. But that was not what he wanted. He wanted to join that world, and it was drifting inexorably away and he couldn’t stay awake. After this he remembers the choking drowning dream and the fear of water. And he never has learned to swim. He just can’t do it. The moment the water goes over his head his body starts to thrash voluntarily, and then it goes rigid.

But there were idyllic days at the seaside in the sand, paddling in the soft warm water, eating candy floss and big soft yellow pears, and staying up late to hear music and see the dancing on the pier. Warm summer days on the moors when he walked with them over to the village where it all started (it was called Haworth, they said, because it was high up above the river Worth.) His mother told him about the three little girls who once lived in the parsonage there; how they grew up to write wonderful books and become famous in London. He would do that too someday he decided, once he had figured out what it was the adults were doing, what they wanted, what their secret was. The three famous sisters had a brother, it seemed, and he never found that secret out either and went the way of the pub and disgrace and an early grave. Despite this the brother was somehow important, because their earliest house as a family had been just a few houses down from the inn at the crossroads (the Crossroads Inn, no less) where the brother used to walk in the rain with his writings rolled up inside his top hat. He went to read them to his friends in the room over the bar, and the friends said later that one of the sisters had stolen his story about ghosts on the moor, but no one believed them.

The poor brother wasn’t much talked about. Instead she talked about the three girls with the funny name, (she wrote it for him: Brontë—Why were there those funny dots? So you knew to say the “e”—it wasn’t just Bront.) and about their success, and how their father, like her father, was from Ireland, where his name had been plain old Brunty. (Why did he change it? Goodness knows; people do strange things.) So was the husband of the eldest girl from Ireland. He was a curate in the father’s church at the top of the steep hill, past the dangerous pub, past the house where some of the cousins lived. And how they were church and respectable people like her own people (who, strangely, had the same surname as his father, causing much hilarity and innuendo and stories he didn’t understand). The unrespectable Irish lived in their own part of town, where the police went always in twos. These were the “bog Irish” and they had built the canals across the Pennines, and so were “navvies”—for “navigators” she explained. The navvies stayed on after the canals were finished (seven locks, some of them had), and they had lots of children and got drunk and started fights on Saturday night when the paddy wagon came to get them. Then they “went to confession” and were forgiven, and then stared all over again. You must never get into a “paddy”—that was very bad; you had to keep your temper always. And you must never follow their bad example in other ways. There was a match seller known only as Emily Match-box—a wizened old woman. She lived with two men, one of whom was her husband. They slept together in a small bed, the story went, but Emily said she knew which was which, because: “Ah allus meks me ‘ubby keep ‘is socks on.” The adults thought this was hilariously funny; he thought Emily was just being sensible.

He didn’t often see the uncles on her side, but they were different enough to cause wonderment. His uncle Jim was in the Lancers (17th/21st—the “Death or Glory Boys”) and so a romantic figure out of Light Brigade legend. This uncle knew the family lore and told him of the Irish origins. The grandfather (his great-grandfather) was a Dubliner, called Augustin, who kept a bicycle shop. The family was Protestant (that was like Church of England) but he had married a girl from a Catholic family (they didn’t like Protestants–it wasn’t clear why.) The Catholic “priest” (they didn’t have vicars) used to come round every Friday to collect his two shillings from the great-grandmother. He would come up the steep back steps (the shop was on a slope) to the kitchen. He wouldn’t come through the shop at the front because he was afraid of the grandfather who didn’t like priests. One Friday he caught her frying bacon for Augustin’s dinner, and this was very bad because the Catholics didn’t eat bacon on Fridays. (Why? Because they’re superstitious. What’s that? Never mind.) The priest began raging at her and telling her she was wicked and would go to hell and she cried into her apron. Augustin came in and he said: “Neither priest nor Pope nor God almighty shall insult me own wife in me own kitchen!” He took the wee priesteen by the collar and threw him down the steps and broke his collarbone. The Catholic mob stoned his shop, so he took his family and moved to England, away from the “superstitious priest-ridden island.”

The story was always told in the same way, by the maternal relatives, with exactly the same words from the great-grandfather, recited like a ritual. They were the creation myth that justified the migration to a strange land. And the family’s success in that land added to the justification, for they all had respectable jobs—from health inspectors to headmasters to chief inspectors of police. And those who had been in the army had been in “good regiments” like the Lancers and the Coldstream Guards. One uncle (Jack) had been a pallbearer at Queen Alexandra’s funeral. But his own grandfather (called Augustus) was a “black sheep.” He had been gassed in World War I and hated work almost as much as he hated religion and his relatives, in that order. He wouldn’t get a regular job and worked on and off in the pit, much to the horror of the respectable relatives. The mother didn’t like to talk about him much, except to mention that he played the tin flute and had music in a cigar box, and that he would go out and argue with the Salvation Army when they were trying to play their hymns in the street. Sometimes, when the boy was particularly inquisitive and argumentative she would look sadly and say he was just like his grandfather. But he never met the fabled flute player and atheist. All these relatives were distant and tantalizingly out of reach.

His paternal uncles, who were nearby, did not have such dramatic stories, but they were still interesting. They had come originally from farms in the East Riding of Yorkshire, where they were not allowed to have bonfires on November 5th because they had been, long ago, related to the traitor Guy Fawkes who was burned in effigy every year on that day. This had caused Guy’s understandably nervous relatives to change their name to the nearest phonetic English equivalent. (But wasn’t he a Catholic? Yes. But we are Protestants? Yes. Why? Never mind.) Their ancestors had been people of substance, including maternal great-uncle Lyon, after whom he was, like his father, officially named, and who claimed to be related to the new queen—it was the same name. But they fell on hard times. While the old queen was still alive there had been a “great agricultural depression” in which they all lost their farms. The father told of how, as a young lad, he had been taken to the hiring fairs where, dressed in a smock and a straw hat, he had been taken on, given a bottle of water and some bread and cheese, and sent with a rattle to scare crows from the corn prior to harvest. The uncles came to the West Riding to find work in the wool towns. So: one clan moved from west to east and the other from east to west. They had the same name, they met in the middle, and here he was. It sounded awfully like “fate”: something that had to happen. He would have liked to visit these far-off places of origin, but that wasn’t possible then. There was no reason for regret, though; there was plenty to occupy him close to home.

There were the bright winter days when there was always eye-blistering snow on the moors above the sooty town, when he and his father took his sled to pull coal sacks up the steep hill because the horse-drawn coal wagons couldn’t make it. Or they went out wrapped in sacking up to their waists to help the farmers dig out sheep. You could always tell where the sheep were because their breath melted the snow and you saw the holes with steam coming out. The dogs—black-and-white border collies—always found them and set up a barking and a scratching. The dogs were wonderful he thought; uncanny in the way they responded only to whistles and always knew exactly where to be. But they were a bit frightening too. For pets he stayed with his budgie, until it died from the pneumonia from which he had earlier escaped through love and mother’s milk. Poor Joey had neither. He was surprised that he didn’t cry, but he really didn’t feel anything for Joey. He tried to appear sad because she seemed to require it, but he didn’t feel anything really for the bundle of colored feathers in its cage. She was the one who cried. But he told everyone about it, and he got a lot of sympathy and chocolate biscuits.

Winter also meant Xmas, traditional and plum-puddingy and he knew all the carols of course and got to sing the page in Good King Wenceslas with an uncle doing the king. The street boys sang naughty carols, which she hoped he didn’t hear:

Hark the herald angels sing,

Beecham’s pills are just the thing.

Move you gentle, move you mild,

Two for adult, one for child…

Church was nice at Xmas too with the carol services, but it was cold. He liked Easter better because of the new clothes, but Easter was sadder because, on Good Friday, Jesus was killed by the wicked Jews and Romans. (So why did they call it Good Friday? Never mind, wash your face, it’s time for church.) Again he found it hard to feel as sorry as he knew he should, and was glad for Easter Sunday when he could join in “Christ the Lord is Risen Today, Ha-a-a-a-a-lle-e-lu-u-jah!” and not have to pretend to be sad any more. In any case, their religion was conventional and social. Tip your hat to the vicar, always be super polite to his lady. After all, this vicar had been privileged to christen the miracle child and enroll him in the Little White Ribboners—an Anglican temperance society. He didn’t find this out until later—much later. But she set great store by it like some magical enactment that would protect him against falling back into the abyss of the pub and the dog track and all they stood for.

The christening was marred only by the vicar’s insistence that he be christened with the names on his birth certificate, which were his father’s (and great-uncle Lyon’s.) When she registered the birth some petty official insisted on entering Christian names even though none had been chosen. She put his father’s. Later they decided on something else, but the vicar insisted on sticking with the original. So he was forever lumbered with names that were never used. This was another thing he only discovered years later. He vacillated after that according to which persona he was trying on in the attempts to please the adults. Sometimes his father’s seemed more dignified, and he got to add “Jr.” which seemed somehow distinctive. Sometimes he wanted to forget these connections and be “himself.” Mostly he would just say that his name was a diminutive of his father’s—which was true. It was all part of the dance.

Winter and Christmas meant the pantomime, the truly big ceremonial event of the season. The panto was the super-treat. Everyone went—more regularly than to church. It was a peculiarly British mish-mash of messy slapstick, archetypes and cross-dressing. The panto “Dame” was always an aging male comedian in well-stuffed drag (Widow Twankey, Mother Hubbard), while the “Principle Boy” was a leggy soprano in tights, high heels and a male jerkin (Dick Whittington, Robin Hood). The whole thing was spiced with popular songs and old favorites in which the audience joined. He had heard most of them from his father and enthusiastically joined in from the seats high up in the balcony. At the end of “When the Poppies Bloom Again” the Principle Boy took it faster than he was used to, and in the brief silence between end-of-song and applause his piping little “I’ll remember yooooooo…” rang out like something from the chorus of boys high up in the dome in Parsifal. The startled soprano was a good sport; she doffed her feathered hat in his direction. (There was always a lot of audience participation in the panto—interactive theater before its time.) The spotlight swung on them, while the whole theater burst into applause for the “bold little chap” as the soprano called him. The father was again embarrassed and furious. You were being “made a spectacle of” once more. Attention was being called. Attention must not be paid. But the bold little chap was beginning to take it as his due.

It could have gone on forever. But the war put an end to it all, and of course was a new beginning. Between the Woolworth ladies and the war he had discovered roaming. Although he was, naturally, carefully watched over as the miracle child had to be, he found plenty of time to roam around the edges of the moors. This became easier once he started at the village school for those few months before the war. He doesn’t remember the school much except that they were very keen on milk which he threw up and naps which he never took but only pretended to be asleep and thought his own thoughts. But he remembers that the back wall of the tiny playground gave directly onto the moor and that after school he would climb it and always go home the “long way round.” This was forbidden because it went past dangerous places like the old quarry, but he had already decided that his agenda was different from theirs, and dangers were things to be courted. The old quarry, long disused, was filled with water, and despite his fear, or because of it, he used to wade out into the water in his Wellington boots (a la Christopher Robin) to see how far he could go.

Once he got stuck in the mud and had difficulty getting back to the shore and was full of excitement at the danger until he realized the water had come over the boots and they were full of dank slimy pond stuff. He emptied them out, but the socks (knitted) were soaked and there was no way to dry the socks or clean the boots. He delayed and delayed but in the end he had to go home and confess. To bed with no tea was the punishment. But worse was her anger, now turned on him not on the feckless neighbors. He was surprised however that it did not have much effect on his behavior except to make him more cautious in his roaming. For the pleasure of these solo wanderings was so great it was heady. He had no idea why, but it was better than applause and creamy biscuits even. Better than praise. Better than her approval, which he had in any case come to take for granted. For many years to come he was happiest when alone and wandering into unfamiliar territory.

The war “broke out” (like a rash?) and the quiet soldier, being a reservist, was “called up” and left amid tears and applause from the village along with the other reservists. He was supposed to be sad but he was more excited than anything else. The rough khaki uniform, the ammunition pouches (no ammunition for them), and above all the rifle with the shiny bolt that clicked and smashed into place. The warrior all complete again, smiling as he rarely smiled, hugging and smiling and saying it would all be over soon to comfort the crying women. War was then “declared (he didn’t know what that meant—but evidently it made it official) just after his fifth birthday. He was waiting there on his birthday with the cake and the party favors, and no one came. They thought it would be called off because of the war and his father leaving. How could they imagine that she would not celebrate the birthday of the miracle boy? They both ran around the village and knocked on the doors to tell the children to come. The birthday was late and hurried but it happened. He got a flying suit, with a helmet with earflaps and even a pistol, just like the RAF: an odd present for the son of a soldier. But he didn’t take it off for days. He even took it roaming and shot imaginary Germans at the old quarry. Then the call came.

He had often heard the father say that if the bullet had your name on it there was nothing you could do. Now he heard her saying the same thing about bombs. Evidently if the Germans put your name on a bomb (how did they know about you?) it would get you wherever you were. So she talked herself into joining the warrior at what was then the only battle front available to the beleaguered island: the blitzed ports of the northeast where his father’s regiment was stationed to oppose the suspected invasion. He learned only later of the mixture of heroism and farce this entailed, for they had nothing to oppose it with. When the bullets for the guns came, each man had a miserable five rounds, but of course there was the bayonet and “you can always take one with you.” He heard all this but it meant nothing from his small perspective compared with the marvelous new settings for roaming and the new opportunities to please new adults.

They followed the blitzes down the coast, since his father’s task was to guard the anti-aircraft guns, and these moved as the bombing moved, from Whitby and Scarborough down to Hull. The Huns were softening up the port towns and doing a pretty good job of it. The London blitz got all the attention. People seemed to forget the battering these northern towns took. But he had no wide perspective on strategy, only an endless excitement at the bustle and tension and fear and noise and the nightly sound and light show that was the air raid. It was reduced to a ritual exercise. They always were staying in “digs” in the houses of usually old people; old people had spare rooms which they told you had once belonged to Jimmy or Sarah and then they often cried a bit.

You lay on top of the bed in your clothes until the siren sounded, as it always did sometime after sunset. Then you got up, put on your overcoat, little tin hat (just like a soldier’s), put your gas mask over your shoulder, picked up the teddies and prepared to leave for the shelter. She had the bag with the thermos and the sandwiches and the few precious things that had to be saved from a possible direct hit—like the Wembley photo. Then off through the dark to the shelter, built by some genius under the arch of a railway bridge at the same time slated for demolition in case of invasion. The civilians and demolition crew sat side by side and swapped tea and stories and jokes. “When do you blow it?” “When we get the order Missus.” “And what about us?” “We ‘aven’t got any orders about you, Missus.” And everyone would laugh. He would play ludo or snakes and ladders with other children or the adults, and perhaps even sleep on the hard bench with his head on the hard tin helmet as the adult voices droned off into the distance, taking their secret with them. All this to the accompaniment of ear-cracking thuds and poundings and sirens and rat-a-tats from the outside.

What they all did through the long night he doesn’t know, asleep as he was. What he remembers best is the morning walk back home, after the “all-clear” had sounded, with the constant anxiety that the house would not be there. They would walk round huge craters, and take long detours because of the fires, and the nervous troops on the street corners demanding identity cards (there was a spy scare.) This roused her indignation at the humiliation, and his fascination with the guns, always asking to stroke the barrels of the machine guns poking through the sandbags, and being pulled roughly away. Finally they would get to the house, and be relieved it was still standing even though half the street was gone and all its windows were out and there were firemen and wardens and rescue crews everywhere shouting and digging, always digging. For some people, particularly the old ones, wouldn’t go to the shelters. Every night we “lost a few.” He remembers bodies being pulled from the rubble—again, no horror or remorse, just intense curiosity. So that was a “dead” person. Just like Joey had been “dead”—whatever that was. Another of those adult secrets. He peered closely at the bodies. Apart from their battered and sometimes crushed appearance, when they were laid out in rows they just looked to be asleep. It was a relief to her to be able to explain it this way. Death was when you went to sleep and didn’t wake up.

It was not a happy explanation. From that time on he was frightened of sleep. He didn’t want not to wake up. He was not terrified, because he always did wake up and he came to expect that, but he was uneasy about going to sleep and risking that non-waking death. Every night he would keep himself awake, making up long elaborate stories with himself as the hero, based on things he had read. He was a merman, a wizard, a Roman soldier, a Red Indian, anything to keep the story going. He made up tunes and hummed them softly to himself under the covers. It was later he learned to read there with a flashlight. This exhausting game of postponing sleep became such an entrenched habit as the neural pathways hardened, that it led to a life-long misery of chronic insomnia. He could be very sleepy and wishing for sleep (once he knew for certain that sleep was not death) but as soon as his head hit the pillow the brain took over and started the churning thoughts. But for now they made their way home through the brutal destruction, the rubble, the stink of brick dust and cordite and gas, the rivers of filthy water. Home and sleep in his tiny attic room with an old coat hanging where the glass had been in the window.

… mere decay

Produces richer life; and day by day

New pollen on the lily petal grows,

And still more labyrinthine buds the rose.

There was never any school. The rule was that if the bombing went on after midnight—as it always did, there was no school the next day. In any case most of the schools had been taken for hospitals and refugee centers and the like. Occasionally he turned up only to be sent home again. One day when there should have been school it was closed anyway and they all went into the town to be present at what was the most important moment of the war for the battered citizens: a visit by the King and Queen. Flags were waved and cheers cheered and he was surprised that the King, even in his uniform, was not a more imposing man. He seemed quite ordinary. The Queen stopped and talked to people, so close to them, and she patted the arm of an old lady who was crying and told her to “have courage, my dear.” She seemed very nice, the Queen, and he had always been told of their special connection with her because she was the “Colonel-in-Chief” of his father’s regiment (the grandly named King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry) and she had pinned his Northwest Frontier Medal on him on his return from India. So that was why she must have brought the King to see them, and to stop and talk. The King was so important. They listened to his broadcasts on Christmas Eve, and praised his braveness for trying so hard to overcome his stammer. “She helps him a lot,” the mother stated firmly.

But it was the Churchill speeches that sustained them. Even the stoical father had to wipe his eyes, and she wept freely and held him tight. The words were so grand and made them feel so proud: “They must break us in this island, or lose the war.” The breaking was going on all around them, and the grown-ups found it hard to bear sometimes, but Churchill’s words seemed to cheer them up and make them decide to “grin and bear it” and not give in to the Huns. The people were determined to be cheerful. They laughed a lot at the things on the wireless that he didn’t always understand. But sometimes they were less than amused at the attempts made to cheer them up. When the soldiers were all together eating in their canteen (and the little soldier among them of course) there would be broadcasts over the loudspeakers. “Workers’ Playtime” was very popular, but then the announcer would say, “The forces’ sweetheart, ladies and gentlemen, Vera Lynn!” The invisible Vera would start to sing “We’ll meet again, don’t know where, don’t know when…” But the soldiers would boo and throw things at the loudspeakers and shout “Ger ‘er off!! She’s ‘orrible!!”

As for school, mostly no one even bothered. She spent her afternoons training as an army-nursing auxiliary and the old people didn’t think it was their business to babysit a “big” boy such as he was. So again he was free to roam, and roam he did through the rubble and dirt and smoke. “How on earth did you get so dirty?!” “It’s dirty out there. I was playing.” The first true, the latter a mild sort of lie since she would understand it as playing with other children from the street, which he was not doing at all. If he did contact other humans it was always adults since they had so much more information, and he might get closer to the secret. They were always willing to talk to the curious little boy with the earnest questions. He doesn’t remember the questions or the answers; pretty much everything was grist for his curiosity mill.

His father spent as much time with them as he could—when he could get a “sleeping out pass”—and there were weekends of picnics on the cliffs, and trips into the countryside. But whenever the sirens went father had to go “back to barracks.” They all three went to the pictures sometimes. Couldn’t be choosy here since one had to take whatever films they were able to show. The Marx Brothers, Fred Astaire, George Formby, Paul Robeson, and Nick and Nora and the dog Asta in The Thin Man he liked. There were always the cowboys: Tom Mix, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry. Above all Nelson Eddy and Jeannette MacDonald, and his great favorite Maytime with all its opera and its sad ending and her dazzling tinkly-bell soprano. Much wonderment was expressed at the high fantasy of the “musicals” with Ruby Keeler and Dick Powell. The name Busby Berkeley would not have meant anything to him then, but the great surrealist left his imaginative mark. He didn’t pay much attention to the details of the films, although he liked the newsreels, The March of Time, and the documentaries and “short subjects” like Unusual Occupations and Popular Science—and particularly Robert Benchley on How to Sleep. He daydreamed through them, sitting holding the rifle (the warrior had to have it “at all times”) between his knees, stroking the smooth stock and the shiny barrel and being told to shush when he clicked the bolt. Sometimes he fell asleep on the rough khaki arm, which cradled him and never moved however long he lay there. It was never usually very long since the siren would go and they would all have to leave and go their separate ways, to barracks and to shelter. Perhaps that’s why he didn’t take much interest in the feature film. You never got to see the whole of it anyway.

Was it not dangerous people asked him later? Were you not afraid? Yes, he supposed it was; no, he was not afraid. What was there to be afraid of? The Germans? They were only an idea. The bombs? They fell on other people, not on the miracle child. Even when they did their worst, when a whole high garden wall, shaken loose by the bombs, collapsed on him, he survived with only a broken leg and brick dust in his lungs that took weeks to cough up. He was dug out from under the bricks, but unlike the old people he was not dead; his name was not on the bomb; they were right about that it seemed. Perhaps the Germans were as confused about his name as the vicar had been. Perhaps they put the wrong name on the bomb. The miracle followed on another event of an even more spectacular nature. It was a family pastime to sit out at night on the wall at the end of the garden and watch the searchlights and the dogfights they lit up and the explosions and the fires. Particularly exciting was the fiery demise and plunge to earth of a huge, floundering, flaming barrage balloon.

Part of the game was to try to identify the planes by the typical sounds they made. One night, when he was standing on a dustbin to get a better view, they heard a particularly loud whining. “Daddy, that’s a spitfire” he suggested. “Spitfire be buggered” the father yelled, “it’s a bomb.” He was grabbed and they all ran inside to the cupboard under the stairs. The noise was such as stunned the whole body into immobility. The low garden wall on which they had been sitting was demolished. The back door was blown right through the house and out into the front street. The dustbin on which he had been standing was later found three streets away. It had traveled that far through the air. It was this blast bomb that loosened up the high garden wall that then fell on him. But the blast bomb hadn’t got him. It was not his time. However, it confirmed his status as the miracle boy. God, they said, had things planned for him. He was being saved for something. But what? First he had find out the secret—or rather the two secrets: what did the adults know, and what did the adults want?

She took him every week to the library, sometimes twice a week and sometimes he went on his own. The library was itself a miraculous building since it had escaped a hit in the midst of a devastated area, and its small gothic tower pointed a civilized defiance at the barbarian-controlled skies. He definitely remembers his awe on the first visit. How could there be so many books? If the necessary knowledge was here, how could he even get close to acquiring it? But no child knows how long a lifetime is, so he set out to try. She must have taught him to read very early since he could never remember not reading and there was always reading matter to hand. In some of the houses where they stayed, the old people had shelves of dusty heavy volumes, which he read even if he didn’t understand. A six-year-old struggling with the novels of Sir Walter Scott (he started with The Abbott.) But he got the general idea.

In one house certainly they had, left over from the distant time of their own children’s childhood, a full set of Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia which he burrowed into like an infant literary mole. For years they subscribed to Arthur Mee’s Children’s Newspaper: the organ of the middle-class child establishment. In one house there was a tattered copy of the one-volume Pear’s Cyclopaedia. The old people gave it to him, pleased with his interest, and he lugged it around with him throughout the war along with the teddies and the tin helmet. It was his constant reading companion. But not alphabetically; he went for what was interesting, particularly anything to do with history or mythology. This was real escape. It was a kind of roaming, but a roaming for which one got praise and pats on the head, particularly if one remembered poems, and he easily remembered poems—mostly patriotic stuff about admirals and battles.

Admirals all for England’s sake,

Honour be yours and fame,

And honour as long as the waves shall break

To Nelson’s peerless name.

Then Arthur Mee or Pear’s would tell him about Nelson—and about “Effingham, Grenville, Raleigh and Drake.” He liked Raleigh the best: obviously a fellow rover.

But his memories on this are confused as all his chronological memories are confused. This could not have all have been when he was five or six. Some of it must have come later (although not much). But he does remember that first library visit. He had probably been in libraries earlier, but then he played while she got her books—she loved to read and read to him, and never censored his reading at all. He took out whatever he liked. That was the point of the visit he remembers—it must have been in Hull—for that was the first time he went for his books. The way to the secret was open, and it lay through books. He knew all the stories of the Wagner operas from a large illustrated volume he borrowed. He borrowed it for the illustrations, which seemed magical to him even though he had no idea who Wagner was or what an opera was. Odd to recollect in later years: as the German bombs smashed and blasted all around him he read obsessively of Siegfried and Sieglinde and Wotan and Loki and Gotterdamerung, oblivious to the irony. Since there was virtually no school he also listened to the school broadcasts on the BBC. This was also unselective listening—everything from Grimm’s Fairy Tales to History for sixth forms. On the latter they had a time-jumping reporter who went into the past and gave “live” commentaries on events and times. He was absorbed by the one that reported on the Stone Age, on cave men in the Ice Age. The idea of such primitive beginnings, of such vast reaches of time, gave him goosebumps the way no film ever did (until King Kong). This was something new against which to measure things like the war and the strange world of the adults.

For brief intervals they lived in the country, in the little villages just inland from the battered coast, when the troops moved back there for whatever reason. Then they lived on farms little changed since the nineteenth century—or the eighteenth for that matter: lit entirely by oil lamps; water from a hand pump in the yard; outdoor latrines full of spiders and centipedes; cooking on wood stoves. But farms were great places for roaming, with hidden areas and silent places deep in woods. The son of the farm family in one village was a gardener at the Hall. He used to go there and roam the Hall gardens, and the estate—the broken down stables, the overgrown tennis courts. He wandered through the Hall itself (the family was away somewhere—to escape the war perhaps, or perhaps to fight it) and looked at his first private library. He was astounded at the idea that all those books could be owned by people rather than public libraries; that people could live on this scale. It was as strange as the Ice Age. There were adults here who knew and wanted something different from the adults he knew. It was bad enough to have to try to break the secret of the adults without these complications. Sometimes, in the long gallery, he would do his dance, to appease the spirits of the place, to try to please these strange adults with their books and their pictures and their obvious power.

But mostly he learned to be a country boy again. He made his first kill, at harvest time. As the harvester went round and round the field in diminishing circles the rabbits crowded to the center. The men, boys and dogs ringed the decreasing patch of hay in an ever-tightening circle until the rabbits burst out in all directions. They fell on them with an orgy of flailing sticks. Those that escaped were chased by the dogs or brought down with shotguns or air rifles. He got six rabbits his first time out and carried them home slung on his pole by the legs. The men taught him how to gut and skin, and then there was the feast of pies and stews and roasted rabbits. No meat ever tasted so good as that you killed yourself. He strangled his first chicken and helped to hold a squeaking pig while they killed it. All the other pigs, even though they couldn’t see what was happening, squealed along with it as if they knew, and then went totally silent themselves once it was dead. These farm adults were easy to please, and what they knew seemed easy of access, except that they still laughed at things he didn’t understand and that were nowhere to be found in the otherwise comprehensive Arthur Mee.

The sea was never far away, and in the process of roaming he found out that he could easily get to the cliffs with a stiff walk. Here some other and older children were involved—probably boys from the farm who were persuaded to come along. The cliffs were forbidden and covered with anti-tank stuff and barbed wire, and the phony anti-aircraft guns made out of telegraph poles and stuck in equally phony earth bunkers. The poles were painted black so they would shine in the sun and so fool the German reconnaissance planes. Many of the soldiers had no rifles—his father the reservist was privileged—so they whittled mock rifles out of wood and polished them with boot blacking to the same end. This was pretty much all that stood between us and conquest, his father said, but the Germans didn’t know that and kept on with their stupid bombing. You could crawl under the barbed wire—at least that wasn’t phony—and get to the beach. He had no great love of beaches, but there were things that washed up there, and these made it always an adventure.

Bodies washed up there sometimes, German bodies. If you were lucky they still had badges on and you could get these. The bodies were the tag end of a failed invasion plan (Sea Lion?) They were eventually found by the adults and buried. But in the meantime they were loot for the boys. He used to tell her that he had swapped marbles or something with the other boys for the badges. This was perhaps his first out-and-out lie, but it was a start, and he improved with practice until it was virtually a way of life. He liked lying. It was dangerous, but it called on a lot of skills not otherwise easily brought into play: a subtle combination of imagination and logic that was fascinating for its own sake as much as for the results. How much could one get away with? The adults, he discovered, were almost infinitely gullible. “A good liar must have a good memory,” she would say. Sound advice; he qualified.

Sometimes he would go to the barracks. He liked being among the soldiers. They were warm and masculine and protective. They made a fuss of him, overfed him from their vast vats of food and made him sick and then laughed and cheered him up. The regimental tailor made him a miniature uniform complete with cap. It was like having hundreds of nice uncles. Was there ever a happier boy? He recited his patriotic poems and sang his WWI songs and got even more applause than from the Woolworth ladies. This was a good war. His lovely soldiers paraded for his inspection, and he saluted them like little John-John. They mounted guard over him with rifles and bayonets and he was grateful. He was Caligula among the troops: little boots, the favorite of the legions. Not perhaps an auspicious start, but he felt so safe, so secure with the khaki uncles. Never ever in his life could he feel anything but love and admiration for the soldiers. Would they not lay down their lives for us like Jesus did? They were the image of the perfect good, and the perfect warrior was the perfect man.

One day, in the local town, there was a military parade. In charge was a young officer of The Royal Horse Artillery. He wore the dress uniform of that regiment: bottle green and tight with silver epaulet (one shoulder only), and skin-tight trousers tucked into shiny black riding boots with bright metal spurs hitting the ground sharply as he walked. His cap had the kind of peak—a black shiny peak—that came down straight and almost covered the eyes. He walked with his head thrown back so he could see, and this gave a swagger and arrogance to his stride of the sort that confident young officers have. Above all there was, attached by special straps, strung low, almost trailing the ground, his long silver sword that danced and sparkled in the sunlight. His left hand touched it lightly to steady it, and with the other he beckoned imperiously for his horse—a dapple, light and springy with the heavy cavalry saddle. He mounted with unbelievable ease like a dancer, and with cheers from the pedestrian proles he pranced off. He was Arthur and Lancelot, he was the Black Prince, he was Rupert of the Rhine, he was Marlborough and Wellington, he was Alexander. A little bit of the little soldier’s heart went with the perfect warrior, and there was a curious jolt to the body, as though he were floating on air for a moment, and a suffusion of pure joy shivered through him. The next time he felt this peculiar sensation he would call it “falling in love.”

He didn’t at this stage follow the war too closely, although there was a lot of crying after a big battle called Alamein, where two of his father’s younger brothers had been killed. They were in the Royal Horse Artillery, like the perfect warrior, but mechanized and without horses. One of them had played the kettledrums in the mounted band in peacetime. He didn’t know—or at least didn’t remember—uncles Tommy and Billy, but this “sacrifice” (they called it) brought him closer to the war, even if he was still hazy about what was happening and where. But Monty was going to win the war, and they sang “Run, Rommel, run Rommel, run, run, run” to the tune of Run, Rabbit. Winnie’s words rolled so impressively on: “It is not the end, it is not the beginning of the end, but it is perhaps the end of the beginning.” Even in that funny squishy voice it made your skin prickle. How could anyone be so clever?!

Then suddenly (or so it seemed) they were ordered south—to prepare the way for “something big” that no one was supposed to know about. His father, whose skills as a signaler, hailing back to flags and heliographs, were out of date, had gone on a course with the Catering Corps to learn how to organize cooking for thousands of men. He was happier as a signaler, but wanted to feel more useful. The signaling skills he passed on to the boy. Father and son used to tap out Morse code messages to each other when she had to be by-passed. “Stop that infernal tapping!” They never told her, and he has never had the heart to tell her. A boy should not keep secrets from his mother, nor tell her lies; but once he does, a marvelous new world of possibilities opens up.

He was never sure where he was in the south. He was never much good with maps, and was less interested about where he was in space than he was about relative chronology. It must have been Hardy country—on the Somerset, Devon, and Dorset border; a place with the impossibly English name of Midsomer Norton near the Somerset market-town of Crewkerne, and on the road to Bath, although he never knew that, and they never went to that most perfect of cities. Again they lived on farms which had not changed much since Hardy wrote about them. But all he knew was that it was a real dislocation; it was his first culture shock.

The country was different: rolling hills with woods and copses; all so manicured and cultivated it was as if they had tried to reproduce a painting in reality. The people were a foreign race. He rarely understood a word spoken to him, but she says that he mimicked them and left a year later with a broad Somerset accent. How can you please the adults if you don’t speak their language? In this Hardy country they still spoke Hardy English. An inquiry as to someone’s whereabouts brought the response “‘E be down-up-along, sunshine.” They always said “be” instead of “is” and “bain’t” instead of “isn’t” and they always added “a-” to participles: “Now do be a-goin’ ‘ome-along, my child.” He found bilberries on the heath, but they were “whortleberries.” He was never to be seen “mollyhorning” or to be “mandy,” so he turned the wheel of the mangle-wurzle, even if his efforts were “scammish”—and he was truly a bit clumsy. They indulged him for his singing, even if it made him “playward.” They said “‘E bain’t a zany” despite appearances, and despite his “skittering” manner. They saw to the essence.

But it was great roaming country. He found a copse with a fox’s den in it. The farmers were offering a shilling a brush if you found fox cubs they could kill. But he liked to watch the cubs playing with the vixen, to watch them grow and frolic. So he didn’t tell. There wasn’t much to do with the shillings anyway. The hunt was mostly abandoned because of the war, which is why the foxes were flourishing. But occasionally one was held to keep up the local spirits. They gave him a pony to follow the hunt, which he did cautiously because he was no rider, but when he joined them at the kill, they insisted on blooding him anyway, as they had done with a few grinning and self-conscious youngsters already.

As the warm blood from the brush trickled down from his forehead to his mouth, he felt the same goosebumps as he did when he learned about the cave men and the ice age. Somehow they were related, but he didn’t know how, he couldn’t articulate the feeling again, and somehow he didn’t think the adults would understand, nor would they have an answer. He never told her about the incident. Clearly there were things that even the adults—at least these adults—didn’t understand. Perhaps somewhere, perhaps the people in the Hall with their huge library would know. Someday he’d find the grown-ups who knew; for now there was only the feeling, warm and sticky and more real than anything he’d known before. He was glad, even so, that it was not his foxes the hounds had mangled in the copse. They had to be killed, one knew that; but not yet, not his.

They were rudely moved again, to yet another planet. This one was flat and the sky seemed unnaturally huge to one raised always among hills. And it was not like the huge sky of the sea for here there was no sea, just endless marshy land with endless canals and drainage ditches, dense meadows of reeds, and funny birds with long spindly legs and long thin beaks. They told him it was the Norfolk Broads. The little town was called Diss. Never having seen it written, he heard it as “Dis” and his scattered gleaning in mythology told him they must be going to hell. Far from it, but there was still the war and the danger and the big guns. The guns this time were protecting the huge encampments of American airmen. But again the people here were strange people with a strange tongue and strange ways, including the few Americans he met. There were still, however, roaming possibilities. And even better, they stayed not with old people this time but with a family of the Salvation Army persuasion, whose grown son drove a lorry delivering pop and fizzy drinks to local groceries. He rode around all day in the lorry and had all the pop he wanted (he was sick again). They went to distant towns with Cathedrals and busy streets untouched by bombs, and to little villages with windmills and canal boats with flapping sails of heavy rust-red canvass. It was all water, as if the land was barely keeping its head above the marsh – as indeed it was, and floods were a commonplace. But above all it was here he saw his first black men and Germans.

Black men were otherwise, like Germans, an idea. But an idea exemplified by one man in particular, Paul Robeson. He was never sure why but Robeson was a hero to his parents, mostly because of his songs since they knew nothing of his political opinions and would not have approved if they had. His father knew all the songs—“spirituals” they were called, he didn’t know why. He didn’t know why Robeson was black, but they explained about Africa and slavery and all that. He remembered reading a boy’s story about “How I escaped from Tipoo Tip” which was all about Arabs taking slaves in Africa and how “we” tried to stop them: General Gordon died to free the slaves didn’t he? But Robeson it was, and “Deep River” and “Swing Low Sweet Chariot.”

They had a picture of him in his robes as Othello, which was an introduction to Shakespeare. The army tailor who made his uniform knew the plots of all the Shakespeare plays. The tailor was “Jewish” they said, but he was “a nice Jew.” As opposed, presumably, to the ones who killed Jesus. But this was strange. How were they still around? And what were they doing in the army looking like everybody else? Never mind. The nice-Jewish-soldier-tailor told the Shakespeare stories to him, when he asked about Othello, and even gave him the Lambs’ Tales from Shakespeare, which he got practically by heart. He couldn’t understand why Othello had believed Iago, or what it was that Othello thought Desdemona had done that was so bad, and they were evasive in their replies. It was another adult mystery. “You’ll understand when you are older,” they said. And he expected the knowledge to appear suddenly, fully formed. In the meantime there was the reality of Robeson.

During his roaming he wandered onto a forbidden area near the base. Two apparitions came over to him and, with great kindness, took him home to explain to her that it was dangerous for him to go there. They were incredibly tall black men. He had never seen anyone so tall. They dwarfed the little Englishmen he had always thought of as big—like Joey the rugby player. And their uniforms were magnificent beyond belief, with white braid and pistol holsters and scarves at their necks, and those funny helmets with no rims to them the Americans wore. They must be generals at least, he was sure. And they were so unbelievably polite and called her “Ma’am.” No one had ever called her that before. She quite forgot to upbraid him this time and offered them tea which they accepted. It dawned on him that they were black men from America. “Do you know Paul Robeson?” he asked them. “Sure son,” they laughed, “we know him.” He was in ecstasy for a week.

The Germans were a different matter, along with the Italians. They were prisoners who came to work on the farms, usually accompanied by a bored lance-corporal who sat around drinking tea while his charges mucked out stables and cleaned the yard. You weren’t supposed to “fraternize” with them, but he didn’t know what that meant, and the curiosity conquered again. Some spoke English and told him about their families, their homes, and sometimes wept when he asked questions about their children. They didn’t seem like the monsters propaganda made them out to be. They seemed rather sad and quiet men, a long way from home, and nice enough to him and patient with his questions. Their languages fascinated him and he tried to get his tongue round some of the words. It was easier to sing them, and he learned a few songs, or snatches of songs. He was amazed to find that things he had known in English through his parents’ love of operetta were in fact German or Italian. This had never occurred to him—everything was sung in translation in those days. But what a difference it made when “Here, in Vienna now” became “Wien, Wien nur du allein!” and “One little tear, one secret tear” turned into “Una furtiva lagrima.” He even learned the real German words to Lily Marlene; he had always thought it was an English song until then (“Underneath the lamplight/By the barrack gate…”) It seemed somehow unfair that the English had stolen it.

Not only did the adults have the secret, but they had it in numerous foreign languages (he could count up to ten in Hindi.) Was it the same secret or different? This was hard to ascertain from the prisoners. But one thing was clear: they were just as easy to please as the English adults, and the Americans were the easiest to please of all. He probably didn’t clearly distinguish the Americans from the prisoners. He understood them only slightly better. But again he knew their songs, in particular “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” and he easily curried favor along with gum (which he hated) and “candies” which he sang for like a starved canary. They were better than English sweets; and the “cookies” were often better than biscuits, certainly than arrowroots. One night he was allowed an incredible privilege and went out to a huge crowded hangar, all decorated and with a big stage, where, he was told, a very, very famous American band was playing. It did play, loudly and with staggering gusto, and the troops danced with the few WAACs and WAAFs who were there (she didn’t dance; she never danced) and cheered and shouted wildly. He went home asleep on his father’s shoulder. He had probably, without knowing it, seen one of the last (if not the last) concerts Glenn Miller gave before disappearing over the English Channel.

There were strange mixed interludes when war and peace touched each other with an odd grace. He remembers sitting in an apple orchard with her having a picnic; it must have been springtime. Suddenly a flight of huge bombers came over very low and very loud. The earth shook, and the trees shook, and all the white apple blossom showered down on them like a snowfall until they and the picnic were covered. The bombers were gone in an instant, and once the shock was over they looked around and at each other, and burst out laughing and threw the apple blossom about like confetti.

There were expeditions to the local town to pick up parcels the kind Americans had sent through the Christian Science church. He knew the Americans had more stuff than they ever needed, and were always giving it away. But it was still touching that they would make up these elaborate parcels and send them all that way to people they didn’t know at all. It was in character with the Americans he knew on the base, though. They seemed happiest when they were giving things away. His father was suspicious of them. It will be seen, he said, whether they will make good soldiers. They don’t behave like good soldiers, but they have the stuff and we need them. They all agreed though that they were very generous and well disposed to us. If they were “overpaid and over here” they were almost eagerly willing to share their bounty. The parcels were wonderful, especially the Spam. There was little meat to be had—one got tired of whale steaks, so Spam and corned beef in cans were luxurious delicacies. Spam was fried with eggs, it was battered and deep-fried with veggies, it was cut into chunks and added to the veggie pot to make a tasty stew. At tea-time there were thin Spam sandwiches with watercress and apple chutney, or cucumber and mustard. Glorious Spam!

But the generosity was two edged, because there were the clothes. Lord knows they were welcome enough, but what on earth did American parents think of, sending such weird things for children to wear? There was in particular a strange pair of short pants in navy blue, which bagged out like jodhpurs then came in to hug the knee, where three cute little buttons, like buttons on a coat cuff, were dotted on each leg. There was no way under the sun he was going to wear such things out of doors. The local roughs would have stoned him. Before that he would have died of embarrassment. She tried cutting them to a decent length and hemming them up, losing the buttons. Better, but they still bagged out ridiculously. In the end he wore them, suitably disguised under a long jersey, as football shorts. The Americans may have been nice to him, but they must surely hate their own children.

Time was running on now. The war was winding up to its climax and his father would soon go to France; they would go back to the Pennines and a different problem, since he really had no idea what schools were about, so little time had he spent in them. Schools were obviously part of the vast scheme and of adult frustrating life. He would have to go to school and this would be a way of pleasing the adults, and he figured he had mastered that (how wrong he was.) The school could also be the route to finding out what it was the adults knew and what they were laughing at (wrong again). But this was still in the future. In the meantime his only experience of school was really Sunday school, for if the day schools were closed or irrelevant, Sunday school was always available on Sunday afternoon with some obliging curate or churchwarden ever ready to “give instruction.” He knew the Book of Common Prayer with its Anglican orthodoxy almost by heart, and vast swatches of the King James Bible were his. After all, the more you memorized the more you pleased the adults (and she set great store by these particular adults) even if much of it was meaningless. There were prizes to be got (mostly rather boring devotional tracts—How Little Tommy Came to Jesus), and at the very least, praise.

Even if he was hazy as to the content (the God of the Old Testament was inextricably confused in his mind with Wotan) the language was always mesmerizing. It was still the language of religious mystery, not of colloquial understanding, and the incantations and cadences alternately lulled and thrilled. He used to like to go to funerals to hear the service. He would stand with the crying people in black by the graveside and listen, mesmerized: “Man that is born of woman hath but a short time to live and is full of misery. He cometh up, and is cut down, like a flower; he fleeth as it were a shadow, and never continueth in one stay. In the midst of life we are in death: of whom may we seek for succour, but of thee, O Lord, who for our sins art justly displeased.” This gave him goosebumps. He worried a bit when it came to “Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of our hearts…” Not only had he to please the adults but also this mysterious God/Jesus, and he was even less sure what He (they—or for that matter all three of them) wanted, except that we should not “sin”—which seemed to be almost anything worth doing.

But piety paid off nevertheless. At an evangelical meeting one Sunday a visiting curate asked passionately who in the audience believed in Jesus; who would “declare himself for Christ?” There was no hesitancy; the hand went up. It was the only hand. The rest of the audience was, British fashion, more or less embarrassed by this kind of thing. This was religion getting out of hand: overflowing its Sunday boundaries. But the delighted curate rushed over to praise him, praise his parents, and press sixpence on him over their protests. He was furious and cried in bed that night when they made him put the sixpence in the poor box. The next time he would go without them and keep the sixpence. When he got a small money prize for reciting three psalms, all the kings of Israel, the Ten Commandments, the books of the Bible, the Twelve Apostles, the plagues in Egypt, and various other assorted lists, he didn’t tell them for fear the poor (whoever they were) would appropriate his well-earned rewards once more.

Still, he always liked best the end of Evensong, when the Collect for Aid Against All Perils was said: “Lighten our darkness, we beseech thee, O Lord; and by thy great mercy defend us from all the perils and dangers of this night; for the love of thy only son, our Saviour, Jesus Christ.” Once he had responded with the always quiet “Amen”, the night did seem secured against perils, which, Lord knows, were real enough for much of the time.

The next sharp disjunction in his life followed on D-Day. His father sailed for Normandy and the abortive rush to save the paratroopers at Arnheim. The division only got as far as Nijmhagen, then stuck there, while the Panzers flattened the little Dutch town and killed so many of the British and Polish paratroopers. He was glad his father was there, being brave, but so many people around were crying because they had “lost” fathers and brothers and sons that he felt, perhaps for the first time, nervous and a little afraid. His father’s letters, once they came, spoke of the terrible suffering of the Dutch people, particularly the children. There was precious little to send them, but his mother suggested that he give up such sweets as there were (liquorice sticks, jelly beans, gobstoppers) for a while and send them to the Dutch, along with canned food (the precious Spam) and knitted things. His father wrote that a local family had invited the soldiers into their house to share the stove since it was so cold that winter. When the sweets and things were handed over to them, the parents had to leave, weeping uncontrollably at the sight of the children’s happiness. “We might not have much,” she told him, “but those poor things have nothing.” She kept at the knitting, and insisted he take a pair of needles and learn. He managed—knit one pearl one—a number of long, gaudy scarves, made from odds and ends of wool that the shops would sell for a pittance—like the broken biscuits. These pied piper efforts were strangely comforting: like the spitfire drives, or the raffles to buy the Stalingrad sword, they made you feel you were doing something.

At very short notice he was removed back to the Pennine foothills. But not to the pleasant moors and little villages and one-mill towns and farms, but to the big city full of huge crowds, noise, dirt, massive mills and schools and children. They had to go where there was a “house to rent,” and these were scarce in wartime. He would have liked to have gone back to the east coast or Somerset or Norfolk, but he discovered the adults had strong notions of “home”—of where they “belonged” and so forth. He didn’t know where he “belonged.” Until now he had been happy enough wherever he landed and had adapted to whatever the place had to offer, the way children do. (Do they really?) But he knew somewhere deep that he didn’t “belong” in the nasty crowded city, and in particular he did not belong at school and with children.

It didn’t help that she hated the town and its people. It meant little to him where he was; he heard the name Bradford, but that was just a name. He automatically reflected her indignations and never questioned their rightness. How could he? Most of the men in the town had been exempted from military service because they were in “essential industries” making munitions, uniforms and the like. She maintained they were making cigarette lighters and selling them on the black market. They were all overpaid lazy cowards who were shirking their duty to fight. This showed in their characters. When there was chocolate available they took time off work to queue for it, and they wouldn’t let the women and little children go first. In fact they snarled at them and threatened them. She told them what they needed was a good bombing, and a big self-important policeman told her to “move on” and that she was “disturbing the peace.” There was, she reminded him, a war on, in case they’d forgotten, and their particular brand of peace needed disturbing. These were the types who were “red hot Labour” she told him. He didn’t know what that was but it was obviously pretty awful. They were lazy, greedy spendthrifts, who couldn’t control themselves and so had large families beyond what they could keep and took honest ratepayers’ money and spent it on drink and things they didn’t need, and they bought bread instead of baking it. This latter was the gravest sin: decent people baked their bread; only the irresponsible and lazy bought the dreadful soggy white stuff with the money they somehow got from the ratepayers, whoever they were. The “bought-bread people” were the pit into which it was forbidden to descend now or evermore, Amen.

The injustices of the system infuriated her. When she applied for some “supplementary” money to help out the inadequate soldier’s pay, the inspector told her she was not entitled because she didn’t have any debts. The thing to do, he explained seriously, was to run up a lot of bills, not pay them, then apply. That way you could be sure to get supplementary. Her reaction was predictable. Well before her time she had assembled all the arguments against the welfare mentality. He was daily bombarded with examples of crassness and unfairness, and his system was infused with automatic reactions against any sign of injustice. He never lacked for a stimulus. As the uncles had told him, this was not a fair world. But they had added that you might as well get used to it. She would not be party to such stoicism: injustice must be fought, or at least exposed, or at worst raged against. The problem with the town was that the decent people were hopelessly outnumbered by the bought-bread people, who voted their cronies into office so they in turn could dole out the decent people’s rate money to their mindless greedy supporters. Why was it so? It was democracy, she said, which we were supposed to be for, but she thought that Winston Churchill should be made dictator for a while and “knock some sense into them.” It was his first lesson in politics.

To ease the transition to town, and to make sure he was in solid contact with the decent people, she wisely enrolled him at a Church of England (parochial) school: “It will be just like Sunday School” she said. Well it wasn’t, even if he couldn’t appreciate how more like it was than the city schools would have been. He had to walk several miles there and back in all weathers, but he was used to walking. It was a kind of roaming, although always too rushed on the way there. On the way home there were streets and alleys and town-like spaces to explore. The streets of gray stone houses curved up the steep hillsides of the valleys the town sat in. The mills were mostly at the bottom where they had been originally built to catch the waterpower from the down-rushing streams. Now they were driven by coal and steam and had huge central flywheels that drove all the machines by pistons and belts. He could watch these monster machines for hours; they were like creatures out of myth with vast powers and hidden effects: sinister industrial Fafners, guarding their caves of woolen treasure.

The houses of the workers crowded round the mills; everyone walked to work. But then, before the coming of trams and buses, so did the managers, and their houses were only a bit higher up the hill. The owners, who came in originally by carriage, lived on the north side near the top where the prevailing winds would keep them from the soot and smog. Everyone was kind of thrown together. The streets were all cobbled so that the horses could get up and down the slopes without slipping. Horses delivered everything: coal, milk, furniture, groceries, scrap iron, machinery. The railroad yard at the bottom of his hill had a vast stable area with hundreds of horses. He used to wander round it drinking in the power of the huge cart-pulling animals. Sometimes he would go out with a bucket and shovel and collect their droppings for garden manure. There never were such roses as grew from the dung of big working horses.

They lived about half way up one of the hills as befitted their ambiguous status in the world. In the winter the street was transformed into a toboggan run. Neither the horses, nor anything else could get up and down, so it became a children’s bobsled paradise. He didn’t have a sled the first winter, so he took the broad coal shovel and sat on that. Grasping the short handle in front of him, he careened down the glistening hillside like some crazed little herm skimming the icy cobblestones. The underside of the shovel became so shiny you could see your face in it. He didn’t like the house although it was big enough, with big stone walls and a little garden with thin soil where not much would grow. It had an enormous cellar with its own fireplace and huge copper vat for boiling water for washing clothes and filling big tin baths, and a stone-flagged pantry which was always cold even in the hottest summer. But it just wasn’t a farmhouse, and while the massive dray-horses were a reminder, they weren’t friendly farm horses either. They were, like everything about the town, so grimly purposeful.

The town people were not like country people. They saw children as a potential enemy, always ready for “mischief.” He didn’t mix with them. He was always on the outside, slightly hostile. The men were small and pale and grimy. They wore big flat caps and never smiled. They avoided their women and congregated in seething groups around pubs, working men’s clubs, and union halls. The hard little women were always scowling, grim and dowdy, peering suspiciously at boys whom they suspected of all kinds of evil intentions. They were fanatically concerned with appearing clean. They scrubbed and scoured their front steps endlessly, then screamed at you when you stood on their artwork. The town was physically interesting for roaming purposes, but he could not imagine what would please these adults, except to stay out of their way, which he did assiduously.

School at first wasn’t too bad. It was after all a church school so they had their share of scripture lessons and he liked those, doing countless drawings and paintings of crucifixions and learning yet more psalms and hymns. But the rest soon became a torment. For a start they expected him to be able to do joined-up writing, and the rapid-fire printing that he practiced would not do. He didn’t dare admit that he had never learned the joined-up style—he was too busy reading to bother much with writing, so he printed the letters of each word and then went back and roughly joined them up. The result was disgraceful as handwriting, but he was never caught, and eventually managed to join the printed letters as he went along. His handwriting remained ever after an embarrassment, leading to jokes about how he should be a doctor, where it wouldn’t be noticed. Children in large numbers were strange to him. He had spent his life with adults: indulgent, praising, sixpence-dispensing and biscuit-offering adults. He had no idea what all these children wanted, or even what they were doing most of the time. The boys were obsessed with playing cricket and soccer in the schoolyard. But he couldn’t play either and found them faintly ridiculous. Why would you want to kick and hit these silly balls? The adults weren’t interested in what you did, so what was the point? It was dancing to no purpose.

These “school” adults were not like his uncles, or the Woolworth ladies, or the soldiers, farmers and prisoners, and least like the Americans. They didn’t seem to like children: “limbs of Satan” they called them, “spare the rod and spoil the child” they said, and they announced that “the Devil finds work for idle hands” and the like. He was being introduced to the unpleasant puritan strain of low-church evangelical Christianity, and he was lost. He looked in despair at the hatchet-faced old spinsters and knew that his dance wouldn’t work with them, nor would “Alexander’s Ragtime Band.” He would have to start from scratch even to please these adults, never mind find out their secret. And those silly, noisy, giggling, physical, punishing children were constantly in the way. How could one plan adult-pleasing strategies with such distractions?

There was no knowing how to please them. The vicar was the easiest. Either he or the curate came to do Scripture lessons, and scripture was mother’s milk to the Sunday-school hero. The school, and church, were St. Paul’s, and he had read H. V. Morton’s In the Steps of St. Paul when tracing all those journeys. He knew just where Antioch and Ephesus and Corinth were, and on just which journey Paul had visited them and who it was he went to see. You can guess how pleased the vicar was. The crucifixion pictures were also much admired, and when he asked a question about exactly what “the veil of the temple” was—to put it in the picture—the vicar was delighted, although the answer was surprisingly vague: “Sort of curtain, I suppose.” Vicars and curates were obviously a pushover.

Not so old hatchet face with the bun and mustache and huge loose dress like a downed parachute with flowers patterns. She smelled. Not the old people smell he was well used to, but a smell of sweat and stale talcum powder that made him retch. She taught everything from singing through arithmetic to history. Singing should have been a lollydoddle for the little canary, but they didn’t sing his songs at all and weren’t interested when he volunteered When the Poppies Bloom Again. Hatchet face was obsessed with “tonic sol-fah”—some too-ingenious Welsh invention in which one learned songs by chanting the doh-re-mees; note values and rests were indicated by punctuation. It was meaningless to one nurtured on spirituals, operettas and war songs. He hated the doh-re-mees; it was a kind of anti-music. He sulked, and for the first time in his life was hit across the head for insolence. The shock was dazzling. It was bad enough pursuing the adult secret when they were basically on your side, but this? What were you to do when they were actually against you? Go into an even deeper sulk. Get more thwacks across the head.

As if the doh-re-mees weren’t bad enough, hatchet invented her own mnemonic system for learning the great themes of the classics: you sang words to them. Beethoven’s Fifth began with “fate knocking at the door” so you sang loudly: “Let me come IN! Let me come IN!” Mendelsohn’s lilting Hebrides Overture was reduced to: “How lovely the sea is! How lovely the sea is!” And horror of double horrors, Mozart’s delicious Eine Kliene Nachtmusick was either chanted in the dreadful tonic sol-fah (“doh, soh doh, soh doh soh doh mee SOH!”) or sung to the name of the great one himself: “C, HU, RCHILL; C, HU, RCHILL; Churchill, it’s Winston Chu-urchill, yes Winston Ch-urchill, great Winston Ch-urchill!” Schubert was mauled. It was a good thing he never finished that symphony; it would have given hatchet more tunes to ruin. As it was the disgusting sound of “This is, the symphony, that Schubert-wrote-and-never FIN-ished” became lodged in his pathetically complaining memory. There were more. To this day acres of music are still ruined for him since he can never ever shake off the memory of those appalling words.

There was worse to come. The most frightening time of the week was “mental arithmetic” class. Hatchet face would pad about in pumps (sneakers) so you couldn’t hear where she was in the classroom. You had to sit with eyes down and put your hands flat on the sloping desk; she prowled with a malacca cane. She would appear silently and suddenly behind you, call your name and demand “thirteen times seven, quick!” At this point, his mind simply froze. Some kind of mental portcullis came down; even if he knew the answer, he couldn’t give it. He simply tensed up, closed his eyes, and waited for the sharp crack of the cane across the back of his hands. To this day he can’t do “mental arithmetic.” When a sum has to be done in the head, his mind still freezes. He can never make change or calculate it. The damage proved to be permanent.

History was no better. In those days they had no hesitation about teaching “values” in school. “Who was the monarch we could have best done without?” old hatchet face demanded. “Henry VIII” he ventured. After all, the business of destroying the monasteries, chopping off his wives’ heads, how bad could you get? This caught him another sharp crack around the head. It seems the correct answer was Bloody Mary, of course. (Next monarchs in line? Kings John and Stephen, evidently.) Good King Henry was the founder of the Church of England. Did he know nothing? It seemed not. His world collapsed. He was lost. From being the golden boy he became the class idiot. He didn’t know the things they had all learned somewhere along the way, like how many pints there were in an ounce, or rods, poles, perches and furlongs, or the depressing “times tables.”

The vicar came to the rescue. He really liked the vicar. The vicar was a Victorian (as was just about everybody in charge of things then): an immensely tall man with a shiny bald pate but longish white locks like a picture of Dean Swift, with an imposing manner and full authoritative voice. He was, in other words, everything a vicar should be, except that he would insist on singing the tune of the hymns out loud in his own powerful but errant version which drowned out the choir and caused serious embarrassment to everyone but him. He was a moderate low-churchman, but well disposed towards the choral revival and vestments and the like, and had done mathematics at Cambridge (whatever that was—it said “B. A., Cantab.” on the Church notice board.) The verger, who doubled as school caretaker, had told the vicar about the mathematics, and one day after Sunday School, a tearful boy told the vicar about the mental arithmetic torture. The vicar was horrified and evidently had a word with the headmaster who called in old hatchet face, and the torments with the cane ceased. It did nothing but increase her obvious hatred of him, but this didn’t matter. He had had a revelation of true power.
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Whence an accident

Which, breaking on Sordello’s mixed content

Opened, like any flash that cures the blind,

The veritable business of mankind.

Clearly in the scheme of things vicars ranked up there close to God—which was as it should be, he supposed. But this gave a whole new slant on adult values. Equally clearly the thing to be was a vicar. If you wanted to be at the top of the pinnacle of adult knowledge and power, this was the place to be. He couldn’t figure out whether the vicar knew what the other adults were laughing at. People were very careful around the vicar. But that was all right. The children—those nasty runny-nosed bullying noisy children—were afraid of the vicar; the adults were deeply respectful of the office. Vicars got to run the whole show on Sundays, and headmasters did what they said. Actually being a vicar was a little far from his ambitions at this point. He had no idea how you became one (apart from going to Cantab.); but one thing was clear: it paid to stick close to the vicar and please him. You were only one step away from God. Now God hadn’t been to Cantab., nor was he a mathematician, but despite his lack of qualifications, it was clearly prudent to be in his good graces.

So the church, and particularly the church choir, became his home away from home. Almost all his time outside home and school were absorbed by the church. He was the prize pupil in Sunday School of course—still devoted to rote learning of incomprehensible texts. He added the Beatitudes, most of the Abominations of Leviticus, along with the General Confession and the Athanasian Creed. This garnered him more prizes (uplifting anthologies by Robert Bridges, patriotic anthologies by W. E. Henley) and praises. He soon became the model chorister. Church and its music were like a magical time out of time. You got to wear these lovely colored robes with a white surplice and ruffles at the neck, and sit in the special place next to the organ and the altar. It was like being a junior vicar. When you sang a solo the whole church listened and the rapt approval was physical and dense. His first solo was “Sheep May Safely Graze”—a pretty tune with a nice accompaniment, by someone called Bach, who was, they said, like Handel but not as good. The whole setting with its gothic pillars and carved pews and crosses and flowers, and the Anglican smells of oiled wood and old leather and crisp linen, was a transport from the mundane and dirty world of cobblestone streets and crowded stone houses and rattling tramcars and horse carts. And there was always the strange sense of power—supernatural power—that he felt about the whole performance. “For behold, I tell you a mystery…”

The choirmaster, an accomplished musician who had some local repute as a composer of marches and drawing-room ballads, was noted in amateur dramatic circles for his brilliant female impersonations. His seductive placing of a powder puff in the top of a gartered stocking while singing, “Falling in Love Again,” was regarded by connoisseurs of that art as a performance of consummate genius. He was later arrested for adult homosexuality, but was no pederast and decent to the boys. His real weakness was a morbid keenness for musical festivals. He entered everyone in these dreary local competitions, which involved sitting for hours in church halls and draughty school classrooms while dozens of boys sang through the same piece which had already been rehearsed to death anyway. Handel was very popular because the songs were so singable, like “Oh had I Jubal’s Lyre” or “Let the Bright Seraphim” or “Silent Worship.” But Handel surely had never meant these lovely things to be squawked to death by a hundred boys at an amateur musical sing-fest. It was an awful torment to the otherwise keen little warbler.

This might appear surprising since he loved to perform. But he found he hated this business of performing in competition; of being marked and judged relative to others; of discovering that one was not the golden boy as in the church solos, but thirty-seventh out of eighty-three or something such. The mere thought of it made him sick to his stomach and caused him to tremble so that he couldn’t take the proper breaths. Before each performance he would go to the lavatories and be sick, then kneel by the bowl and pray tearfully to God to stop the trembling. But God could scarcely be expected to take an interest in so pathetic a request, and of course it was a selfish prayer and he knew these didn’t find favor (there’d been a sermon on that). He tried to argue that it was for the sake of the choirmaster, or his mother, but God was not to be mocked. When it came to “He shall feed his flock, like a shepherd” (Messiah, of course) he was trembling so badly he missed his entrance and only managed to stumble through. Despite all his pleadings the choirmaster insisted on keep entering him and told him it was just “stage fright” and would pass with experience. It didn’t. This was the only suffering he ever associated with church and the choir, and it was enough. Otherwise, church and choir were sheer bliss.

He even began to pay attention to the meaning of the otherwise meaningless bits and pieces about kings and prophets and apostles and miracles and crucifixion and resurrection. He actually read the Gospels through and not just as passages for rote learning. He was puzzled about the basis of what he desperately wanted to believe but didn’t really understand. The Jesus of the Gospels, as he read them, didn’t seem to have much to do with the Jesus of church worship, and all that fighting and quarreling, smiting and complaining in the Old Testament even less. Then one Easter they were singing Stainer’s Crucifixion (every Easter they sang Stainer’s Crucifixion and every Xmas Handel’s Messiah, filling in with Mendelssohn’s Elijah in the off season.) He was suddenly struck by the words: “He has come from above/In his power and love/To die on this passion day.” He was overwhelmed by an epiphany, a visitation of wordless understanding. He felt it like a good angel descending and smothering him with its wings. He understood the feeling that one might have to take away all the pain and suffering in the world, to bear it oneself and thus rid the world of its burdens. It was like saying “please drop the bombs on me, not on those other children.” Now here was the great opportunity to do it offered to the Son of God himself, but only through cruel torture and death at the hands of those He was saving. No wonder it didn’t work. Our sin was so great that we couldn’t ever match up to this incredible sacrifice.

He was so overwhelmed by this insight—so crushed under the weight of the angel’s wings that enfolded him—that he went dizzy and passed out in the choir stalls. They all fussed over him and put it down to something he ate, or the heat in the church, and he never knew how to tell them, even the vicar. But one thing was now clear to him: he had to be a vicar; there was no other sure way to heaven. Sin otherwise had you beaten before you started. But God would never refuse heaven to a vicar, surely: not one who had been to Cantab.

Of all the church things, Christmas was still the best. Dickens would still have recognized it. The best part for him was the Christmas Eve caroling. The whole choir went walking round the parish, all muffled up and gloved against the cold. They carried lanterns on poles that were brought out at Christmas only. They stopped outside their various venues and sang one carol by lantern light, then went inside: a small hospital for old people, a home for retired tradesmen, a big and bleak orphanage. They would sing more favorites and some for the people or children to join in, and the vicar would lead prayers. Then they handed over a “donation” from the church collection, and some of the people cried. The orphans didn’t cry. They seemed so small, and had such big eyes, and just stared. They didn’t join in much. They were so quiet. But the grown-ups said how wonderful this visit was and what “joy” it brought, and such things. At least it made the choir feel good.

The best part was the visits to the big houses. It was like something from a film. In the tall entrance halls with stained-glass windows—halls as big as small churches, the snowy choristers clustered, singing their hearts out. Men with movie-star mustaches, wearing black suits with shiny lapels and bow ties, and ladies in lovely long dresses, stood on the heavy oak staircases and applauded and said the boys looked “sweet.” Then the choir got Christmas cake and buns and hot punch and mulled wine for the grown-ups, and one of the tall men in black gave a “donation” to the vicar this time. The vicar led a prayer of gratitude, and everyone clapped and the ladies fussed and fixed their scarves, and it was all cozy and warm and safe. The church was always full at Christmas, and when he sang the haunting Holst/Rossetti “In the Deep Midwinter” as a solo, he could genuinely feel part of something palpably, physically real and grand and encompassing. He almost couldn’t sing the last verse since it made him want to cry:

What shall I give him, poor as I am?

If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;

If I were a wise man, I would do my part;

Yet what I can I give him: give him my heart.

One of the strangest things he had to adjust to was the whole business of “friends.” He had never really known any children of his own age at all well. Odd ones had drifted in and out of his transient life, but his attention was always on the adults. Children with their peculiar obsessive concerns were no help in dealing with big questions. He didn’t want to collect rocks or stamps, and if he did want to go roaming it was on his own where he could live in his imaginary worlds, not theirs. But it was evidently required of one to have friends and if one didn’t one was thought peculiar and that wouldn’t do. So, since the adults seemed to put some store by this as well as the children, he tried. He went to birthday parties of the other choirboys (“nice families” she said, people one should know), and accepted invitations to tea and to play—board games and charades and other pointless activities. He bore it patiently and reciprocated with his own invitations. Sometimes the whole choir went off for a “trip” to some local beauty spot or the seaside even, and they had jolly romps all day, which exhausted him with the effort of trying to appear enthusiastic.

He was duly enrolled in the Wolf Cubs and had to wear an unbelievably silly uniform and go once a week to meetings that were mostly about knots and clean living. They did give out badges though, and this at least was garnering rewards from the adults, so he threw himself into it with an effort that surprised his elders who had him marked down as apathetic and moody. There was a Morse Code badge, for example, which he passed on the spot, of course—that was almost cheating, as was the signaler’s badge, and first-aid badge. The several volumes of the Red Cross first-aid manual had been family reading since her days as an army nurse. But many of them simply required rote learning of one kind or another and he could rote learn with the best. He soon had an armful of badges and a lot of pleased adults, but he never liked the whole business with the uniforms and the noisy giggling boys and the parades in freezing weather with “totem poles” and drums and bugles.

At least you didn’t have to be “friends” with the cubs. You just met them one night a week and that was it. But there was another institution that was more troublesome at first: that of “best friend.” You were evidently supposed to have one boy you liked better than all the rest, and you chose to do things with him most of the time. This was particularly exasperating since very little adult-pleasing or investigating could be undertaken if one were constantly doing these ripping “boy” things like fishing for minnows in the local canal, collecting tadpoles and frog spawn in the local ponds, or taking long walks over the local moors (easily accessible by bus.) He did have a best friend for a while. Jeffrey was the least boring of all the boys at school and liked things like Romans and Ancient Britons and The Stone Age and good stuff like that, rather than football and cricket. But in an excess of enthusiasm they took some slates from the roof of an old building to make “stone axes” (by tying them onto sticks), and were hauled in by the vigilant local police for trespass, willful damage, theft etc. etc.

She was mortified by the potential shame of it all. When the police came to see her, they interrupted preparations for tea. Milk was always religiously poured into a creamer for serving, but when she went to the door she left the milk bottle on the dining table. When the police left she was in a terrible state. He told her it was all right; they had said charges would probably not be pressed. But she was inconsolable: “The milk bottle! The milk bottle was on the table! What will they think of us? What will they think we are?!” It was damning evidence of a low-life home environment. Despite the milk bottle the vicar and the headmaster saved the day with their character references, and no charges were brought in the end. But each mother began to wonder if the other’s son was really “suitable”—so the best-friendship experiment fizzled out. Jeffrey went on to become an eminent wildlife zoologist. Must have been all those minnows, tadpoles and frog spawn.

At school one day they suspended normal classes and gave out books of questions to be answered. He liked the “comprehension” ones with passages of prose followed by questions; they were easy. The essay was no trouble, nor were the tricky questions about nothing in particular but obviously conundrums to be solved. (“If a train sets off from point A at thirty miles an hour and another from point B…”) The arithmetic, however, even though not mental this time, always had the threat of the cane and portcullis and he didn’t like that. But he struggled through it. Then it was that he had the second visitation, the great blow to the head that came from nowhere like a blow from the wings of one of the evil angels who rebelled with Satan.

He remembered little of what followed for several weeks. He was kept in bed with heavy things at his neck so he couldn’t move his head. He drifted in and out of consciousness. They talked about taking him to hospital, but another doctor was called—a “specialist”—who said he shouldn’t be moved. The doctor came every day and talked of “cerebro-spinal meningitis” which meant nothing to him except that it was obviously to do with the blow from the angel and the great pain in his neck and head. He tried to tell the doctor about the angel, but it was hard to talk much. “He’s wandering a bit,” he heard the doctor say to them. They crushed up tablets and gave them to him in milk, (he thought he heard “sulphur” which was ominous, but it must have been “sulfa”) and she cried a lot, with tears so heart rending it was almost more painful than the thing in his head. He knew then how much she really did love him, and he felt unbearably sorry for his lies and his lack of real feelings.

The vicar came solemnly every day and they prayed together—or at least he moved his lips to the Lord’s Prayer for the pain hurt his mouth and jaw. The vicar said the prayers from the Visitation of the Sick, but he only heard them very distantly. The vicar understood about the wicked angel, but he said that God would send a good angel to drive it away and watch over him. One day, when they were crying more than usual, he heard someone say, “I think he’s gone” and he found himself looking down on the scene: the bowed heads, the vicar’s shiny bald patch, the crying, the prayers, and feeling himself being pulled inexorably away from it all.

And then it was all over. He was back—eyes open and a weak smile. There were cries of joy and more tears, and joyful prayers of thanksgiving. The vicar called him “a child of God” for he had been brought back from the boundary and reunited with the living, and even the doctor said it was a miracle, and surely it was. For he, despite all adversity, had not ceased being the miracle child. (“And thou didst not leave his soul in hell; not didst thou suffer thy holy one to seek corruption.”) Weak and wobbly, and given to odd epileptic-type seizures from time to time, he gradually rejoined the living. They told him that the examination that day in school was the “Scholarship Exam” – it came to be known as the “Eleven-plus”—and that he had passed it (despite the worst efforts of hatchet face and the wicked angel.) He would be going to the Grammar School and onwards and upwards. She was proud, and his father (back from the war) was quiet, but nodded a lot and shook hands with the vicar and the doctor. School friends and choir and church friends (the vicar had preached a sermon on him called “The Power of Prayer”) came to visit and bring little gifts and he was whole and happy again. For a moment at least his quest for the secret of the adults was put to rest. He was going to the Grammar School that was out in the country at Thornton: the village in which the three famous sisters and their sad brother had been born. He was going to go to Cantab. and be a vicar. God had chosen him and had obviously been watching over him from the beginning. God had kept his name off the bombs and had revealed a great secret to him.

He would still have to dance of course; all his life he would have to dance. But the Woolworth ladies seemed far behind him. He was doing bigger and better dances for much more important people now, and perhaps he even knew something the adults didn’t. That was why everyone was so careful around vicars, because of what they knew. And if you said you were going to be one, they were careful around you too, treating you with a kind of cautious wonder. Once he could walk again he had nothing to do but stride confidently into the future, with only the dreams of thrashing in the wet sack and the memory of the sudden blow from the evil angel’s wing to darken the smiling pathway.

Even the dark angel had helped in a way. The violent dislocation of his life and removal from the world had been like another mystical experience and had taught him, while he looked from the greatest distance possible—from the edge of death—that they were all still dancing, all the adults, everybody. The dances were more complicated and would take some time to learn, but the principle was the same. The Woolworth ladies never really disappeared. In some guise or other they were always there and always watching, ready to give or withhold the precious biscuits. It was all a matter of figuring out the right dance and the gingersnaps would come pouring in. Most adults were not dancing very well it seemed—if there was an adult secret then not all of them knew it; but they didn’t have the powerful allies and the secret knowledge the miracle boy had acquired on his lonely quest. Somehow or other he would see to it that his dance was always noticed, and that the Woolworth ladies, whatever form they took, would always smile and applaud and hand over the cream centers, especially if the dancer wore his little dark suit and clerical collar. No shop girl could resist a dancing curate.
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The Boy: Making It to the Next Foxhole

One of the older great-uncles who had been in both the “Great War” (not like this latest sissy affair) and the Boer War, used to describe his life as “dodging the bullets lad” or more often “making it to the next foxhole.” Making it from one foxhole to the next (where, incidentally, there were no atheists) was about the sum of it. On Spion Kop where the Boer farmers had maneuvered the British regulars into an impossibly exposed position and were pouring murderous fire down on them, that was all you could expect; it was all you could think about—nothing further: dodge the bullets, make it to the next foxhole. You took life, such as it was, then, one bullet, one foxhole at a time. And always the soldier’s fatalism: either the bullet had your name on it or not; thus was your fate determined. This must have been why spies were so feared: they gave away the names of the soldiers to the enemy who could then put them on the bullets. In the meantime you “kept your head down” and waited for the dreaded order to go “over the top”—to dash to the next foxhole, the next trench. What about shooting the enemy? “Didn’t get much chance to do that lad.” It was a wonder we ever won these wars. How could you win if you didn’t shoot the enemy? “The sergeants made us unload the rifles so we wouldn’t be tempted to stop and shoot. Got to get the cold steel at the enemy’s throat. We never did of course. The artillery got most of ‘em lad.” Good for the artillery. Thank God there was artillery. What if you didn’t have artillery? “Keep your head down and pray” (No atheists, remember?) Prayer was important; it kept your mind off the machine guns, and the mustard gas, and the artillery, and their bayonets—especially their bayonets.

As the world passed from an exciting war to an austere and boring peace, life for the wonder boy was passing from a sublime peace to a kind of guerilla warfare in which new excitements and new pains became incompatible traveling companions. There was the excitement of the new school and the world it opened up, and the pains of a family wrecked by savage emotions only poorly understood; by that wretched adult world on which he couldn’t get a handle. These adults were driven by such violent feelings over things he couldn’t begin to comprehend. All he did know was that his little, comfortable, enclosed world had now become a battleground of hate, vengeance, recrimination, sullen withdrawal, and cruel, cruel words, many of which he had never heard before—but there was no mistaking their import; they were meant to wound and they did.

The worst thing was that he was expected to take sides. He became part of the machinery of attack and counter attack. In particular she used him to hammer the father. He was subjected to the constant battery of “you don’t want to end up like your father”—“if you go on like this you’ll end up like your father.” And how was that? Unless they explained their terrifying emotions to him how could he know what to avoid? But they would never do that. “You’ll understand when you’re older; when you’re grown up; later.” But in the meantime he was supposed to take sides. How to choose? He didn’t want to. He wanted it all to go back to how it was when he could easily please them with his winning little ways: when she was all love and pride and the father was the uniformed warrior hero, and life was pleasant and simple and easy if you danced and sang a little.

He liked his new school in the country village of Thornton. It was a bus ride along the road that led from the big town, over the moors, to the crossroads where he was born, thence to the valley town which he still thought of as home, if he thought of anywhere as home. And it was new: a spanking modern building. It had moved from the village and its rambling gothic original to the spacious playing fields just outside. But the old lintel had been transferred and built over the new assembly hall doorway: “Gymnasium Literarium 1673”—very imposing. Founded by a charter from Charles II, it was mandated to teach “the English and Latin tongues, Mathematics and Good Manners.” Things hadn’t changed much. The original funds came from four local worthies: Messrs. Drake, Ellis, Sunderland and Sagar, after whom the school Houses were named. There were still Drakes at the school. This sense of continuity thrilled him for reasons he didn’t understand.

As a wanderer by default, he was always amazed by other people’s sense of place and connection. Mr. Brontë, when the curate there, had preached in the now ruined Old Bell Chapel. The famous sisters had chosen the pen name “Bell” and Emily was even “Ellis Bell.” This couldn’t be coincidence. He would go stare at the tiny birth house—half of it now a butcher’s shop—with the little commemorative plaque, and wonder, and dream of nothing too definite, but of things beyond here, beyond now, in that world still to be discovered where all would be revealed. In the meantime he was enveloped in the warm bath of tradition of one of the “Ancient Grammar Schools,” where the teachers wore their black degree gowns, and on grand occasions their brightcolored hoods and mortar boards. School uniforms were worn, school songs were sung, school customs were observed, and school deeds recited. It was a miraculous change from the elementary school; it was, at least at first, a wonderland for the wonder boy. He was a fish in water.

The foregoing is still in the third person. How long must the reader be tormented with this fictional form for a real life? Until the writer is sure of his connection to the past being described, one supposes. Note that “one supposes”: the writer still does wish to commit himself to the first person. Most autobiographies seem to present the life in question as a seamless continuity. The authors have no doubt who they were from the beginning, and the early stuff is seen, like the prophecies of the Messiah, as simply a necessary prelude to the inevitable glorious after. But we know the prophecies were picked out after the event, and so we suspect it is with the great white males who usually write the autobiographies. Or perhaps not. Perhaps other lives are really like that: smooth progressions with one phase building inevitably on the next. “My love of nature and my curiosity about the natural world were aroused during my long vacations in the Louisiana bayous where uncle Joe had a small shrimp-fishing business. Day after day I would accompany him on trips into the estuary…” And on and up until the Nobel Prize for biology (marine). Well, perhaps that’s how it is for great white males, and perhaps why the feeling of becoming one is so peculiar: like an Ionesco character feeling that first stirring of rhinocerosness. “Non!” he shouts, “je suis un homme!” This homme has no such sense of continuity, which is perhaps why writers like Ionesco, Beckett, Hume, Kafka, and even Lewis Carroll and Vonnegut are so appealing. Life makes little sense; there is no continuity of a “person”; there are only sharp metamorphoses as drastic as man into beetle that mark the jerky passage.

Hume was right: the very idea of a “self” is a colossal act of faith: an imaginative imposition on the random passing of events. The past is indeed another country. An expedition there is almost ethnographic. A recording of its doings and customs would be fieldnotes from an alien tribe; it would be an attempt to penetrate an alien consciousness. We have met the Other, and He is Us. A good autobiographer is writing an ethnography of his own life, and he should treat his task with the proper detachment and regard for the facts. But like an ethnographer he must also weave this into a narrative to “make sense” of the facts which have no sense in their own right. He treads a fine line. Thank goodness this is not an autobiography then, not really even a memoir, but memories: literally, that which is remembered. If it isn’t remembered, it doesn’t go in. Memory doesn’t respect chronology or topography, but it imposes its own unreliable order; we’ll go with that.

The life of his imagination, a life that was almost more real than the heavily impinging real world, had to be fed. Its appetite was voracious. But it was the only safe place—safe from the adult rules—so it had to be fueled. Here is a felt continuity with the peculiar little boy. Head in a book. “He always has his head in book,” they would say. And he would smile his winning little smile then slide further down in a chair with the book between him and them like a protective shield. The content was almost immaterial. “He’ll read anything. At breakfast he reads all the details on the cornflakes boxes. We let him read over tea. It’s easier than arguing with him.” They had a vague feeling that reading was probably good for you, like porridge and cod liver oil, so it was alright—even if taken to excess. “Get your head out of that book and go for a walk or play outside.” Too much reading could make you daft; they’d heard that somewhere. But she in particular was obviously not-too-secretively proud of his reading, of the piles of library books. She even knew he read under the bed covers by flashlight when he was supposed to be asleep—fending off sleep was still a desperate thing with him, but she never interfered. “Proper walking encyclopaedia” his father would say, half puzzled. Where did he get it from?

Together they read numerous popular periodicals: Picture Post, Titbits, Young England, John O’London’s Weekly. He read the comics—Wizard, Hotspur, Boy’s Own,: not comic books with cartoons, but weekly doses of dense but jaunty prose encompassing patriotism (“Our Finest Hours”), responsible imperialism (“My Life with the Faithful Gurkhas”), healthy sport (“The Amazing Wilson”), boarding-school soap-operas (“Smith of the Lower Third”), and one or another uplifting “adventures” ( “With Burton and Speke to the Source of the Nile.”) Father read Agatha Christie and Zane Grey, so he read those too. She read women’s magazines and romantic novels, so Daphne du Maurier went into the hopper. For a while he thought Frenchman’s Creek the greatest novel ever written, Scott not excepted. Zane Grey was his early introduction to the great American West. He drank in the descriptions even though he didn’t know what half the words meant: mesa, sagebrush, canyon, dry gulch, wash, cottonwoods, arroyos, mescal, cedar forest, greasewood, juniper, pinyon, sand-devils… But the music of the words—from Riders of the Purple Sage or Wildfire—sang hauntingly in his ears, and they were stored for future reference.

Where this parallel life of the mind touched, in Descartian fashion, the “real” world of school, all was harmony, and the autonomous life and the demands of the school adults meshed happily and he was indeed again the wonder boy as he had been in Sunday school. In History and English, French and Latin (Greek was added later, then dropped), even Geography and Nature Study, and certainly Civics and Scripture, he excelled; they were pleased. He was praised, and it was as it should be. For what they offered was endless stores of fuel for the imagination; endless amounts of material for him to weave his own fantasies about how his life would have been in the ancient world, or in distant places, or might be in the future, as far as he could foresee it. And the thought of being a vicar, while not as strong, was still uppermost, largely because it still carried weight with the adults. A little piety could turn away much wrath. How could you be angry at a potential clerk-in-holy-orders? But it was becoming more of a game all the time. He saw the alternative possibilities vaguely and they were more and more exciting. “Explorer” was high on the list—although he was totally vague as to how you went about this. But “having adventures” in the modern world meant being an explorer, it seemed. The characters in H. Rider Haggard’s novels—Alan Quatermain the exemplar—were his models. She (Who-Must-Be-Obeyed) and King Solomon’s Mines remained the touchstones. Outer space was still to be discovered as a place for exploration until Edgar Rice Burroughs and the Martian novels smacked him between the eyes. But in the meantime he had the classic explorers and explorations; Geography and History fed him the details.

When subjects offered no such fuel, he was miserable, inattentive, bored, even hostile. Mathematics, physics, mechanics, “general science”—perhaps they should have sparked curiosity. They did in short bursts, like knowing about the solar system and Newton’s laws for example. This was the stuff of imagination. But mostly they were dreary formulae to be learned by rote for mysterious purposes that were beyond him. Only geometry caught his imagination occasionally. He appreciated the ruthless logic of it. And you could see it. With algebra you couldn’t see it. All this manipulation of abstract symbols; what was it for? No one ever explained. It was as if the adults had invented it especially for the torment of young boys, like some tribal initiation procedure: meaningless and painful but conducive to good order and discipline. And always in the background was the memory of the thwack! The malacca cane across the hands out-stretched on the sloping desk. Mathematics = Pain. This basic formula was never forgotten.

Even the languages, which he liked, were taught like this sometimes: monotonous chanting of declensions and conjugations. It wasn’t hard for him since rote learning was by now a well-honed skill and he grimly committed the stuff to memory to survive. But it was not, at this stage, fun. It was only fun when it gave a glimpse into that sunny and beautiful marble world of Greece and Rome, or when it made some aspect of France—that tantalizingly near yet as-distant-as-another-planet country, come alive. Not much came alive in the pluperfect subjunctive of irregular verbs and all that. It was learned; it was not enjoyed. The initial pleasure of new knowledge wore off. Boredom made for distraction; distraction made for gaps in information; the total made for poor marks. It was essential to please the adults, yes, but sometimes the pain was too great. He was totally unused to pleasing the adults through suffering. It was manifestly unfair. But then, as he was rapidly learning (oh such an important lesson!), life was unfair. The example of Jesus in this case didn’t help. Jesus pleased his particular adult by suffering, and in the process he saved the world. The wonder boy had no such ambitions. He just wanted to survive—to get to the next foxhole. The suffering was out of all proportion to the goal.

It was almost as bad in that other area of the “well-rounded” youngster, games, gymnastics, and woodwork. These were meant, it seemed, to develop the outer man as the classroom subjects the inner. This was still the world of the “all-rounder”: the perfect amateur, good at a range of things. One could get praise and recognition for being good just at scholarship or just at games, certainly, but one only got fame and glory and immortality by excelling across the board. There was, ideally, no division between nerds and jocks, between aesthetes and hearties. The school heroes he was supposed to emulate were glorious all-rounders. Boys who got Cambridge scholarships and medals for Greek verse, were honored all right, but they only became school legends if they did this and also ran a record mile or captained their college at cricket as they had captained the school. And they had to do all this with a becoming and totally charming modesty: “nothing really”—lots of chaps could do the same”—and similar nonsense. Well, he figured, this would never be for him.

He was hopeless at cricket. Unlike the other boys he had never played it before and had no natural aptitude. Thus he was relegated to long hours fielding on the boundary, where he daydreamed until frantic yells woke him to the unwelcome fact that the nasty hard ball was travelling like a vengeful comet in his direction. Rugby, oddly, he quite took to. He liked the rough and tumble. Unlike cricket, enough gusto and enthusiasm could cover up a lot of ineptitude here. He was fearless tackler where other boys held back or groped and grabbed. He loved the dive at the legs and the feel of a large body slamming into the ground. His father taught him all the clichés. “He can’t run without his legs.” “The bigger they are the harder they fall.” For once the clichés seemed like profound wisdom, for they worked.

Again, he had no real natural aptitude, and as was the custom of the day he was relegated to the forwards—to the scrums and the line-outs, to the dog work. The runners and catchers and natural ball-handlers had the interesting positions in the backfield. He toiled away though, and didn’t feel too bad in his strange “sport” even if, like algebra, it didn’t seem to serve any purpose and had little, except the distant promise of glory, to feed the imagination. By far the worst thing—even worse than the “gym” with its intolerable jumping and waving and rope-climbing burns—was “woodwork.” (The rough equivalent of “shop” in an American high school.) He never progressed to the higher reaches of “metalwork” since his unfathomable clumsiness was evident from the start. He could see no virtue in all this hammering, sawing and chiseling. He produced a dreadful little bookcase of zero appeal that his mother still keeps to his embarrassment.

The height of his accomplishment was a “towel roller.” You planed the cylinder from a four-by-four in the junior classes; you could not use the lathe. It took hours of miserable effort. After dismal marks and piles of sarcasm from the woodwork master the final blow came when he was caught using a rasp to repair a joint he had chiseled backwards. (Had he got the mortise where the tenon should be? Who knows?) The exasperated teacher drove him from the class, hurling pieces of wood and shouting that he should never, never come back. He was sent to the headmaster and sat and waited a long time. The headmaster, a bitterly sarcastic Scot given to elaborate verbal hammerings, returned quite shaken from his visit to the woodwork room, stared at the culprit and asked, “Wha’ in God’s name did ye do tae Mr. Smith, boy?” Reply: the absolutely standard “I don’t know, sir.” But there was no punishment. Somehow the headmaster saw that there was never going to be a marriage of true minds here, and assigned the offender to extra art classes. This was fine. Art was fun. An otherwise unfair world tilted slightly in his favor again. He had made it to the next foxhole.

Even the friend thing could work to your advantage in the dash across no-man’s land. Among the tortures inflicted by the system was the appalling “cross-country run.” Five-plus miles of exhausting slog and scramble, whatever the weather; a menace of mud, rocks, thorns, marsh and stones that was murderous to feet shod in flimsy sneakers. This, according to the sports master, was the real “test of character.” He was a miserable failure. But ingenuity and deceit could always retrieve something from the worst situation. He befriended Leslie, a headmaster’s son who was a studious math wizard, and who hated the miserable cross-country as much as he did. They would stuff their math homework books under their running togs (schoolboy slang from Latin “toga”) and, as was expected, fall well behind the aptly named “pack.” Once it was out of sight, and at a point where the outward and inward routes came close together, they would hide in a copse and sit and do the math homework. Well, to be honest, Les did the homework. By the time it was done and fair-copied, they could hear the baying of the returning pack. Once it had passed them, they up and followed close on the heels of the hard-pounding idiots. This way they not only avoided most of the torment, got the homework done thus freeing up the evening, but into the bargain got praise from the master for catching up. It showed, he said, that they were “doing their best” and they got the usual lecture about how it wasn’t winning that counted but “making the right effort.” That was the stuff of character. Yes sir, they said, thank you sir. He often thought of the real no-man’s land in WWI: how all those young men put their character training on the cross-country run to perfect use as they went stumbling through the Flanders mud, in a close pack, towards the machine guns, ending up dead on the barbed wire. Yes sir, thank you sir.

Yet we must be fair to that old code: the playing fields of Eton and all that. It is easy to mock; it invites cynicism when its outcome is dumb conformity and death. But more than moral lectures and fuzzy religion it gave them some sense of decency and fairness that was not all bad. (For all its datedness, is there a better summary of human decency and integrity than Kipling’s “If”?) “That’s not cricket” pretty well sums up the young Englishman’s simple but effective morality of those times. “Fair play” was indeed the root moral imperative. The cunning Gandhi understood this with his non-violent civil disobedience. Make them feel they’re not playing fair and they’ll waver, was his tactic; it worked. “Sportsmanship” meant not arguing with the umpire even when he was blatantly wrong, for rules must be obeyed if a game is to be played: they understood that. It also meant not hitting a man when he was down, not taking unfair advantage, and accepting defeat gracefully (“never apologize, never complain.”) “The team is more important than the player” was a guide to selflessness, as was “keep your end up”—another cricketing commandment that meant you should not put your own glory in scoring before the needs of the team. You were to “play a straight bat”—not indulge in flashy slogging, but stay with the correct “strokes” which always paid in the long run. You must always give your opponent a fair chance, never, never cheat, and even be prepared to acknowledge the virtue of good play or a win against yourself. At the end of a Rugby game the home team, whatever the result, ran off the field first, lined up in two lines, and clapped the opponents into the pavilion. You always thanked them for a good game whatever the result. Sir Henry Newbolt, Rudyard Kipling, and William Ernest Henley—the poet laureates of “The Law”—were always there to remind them that it was not winning that counted, but how you played the game.

Of course you tried your best to win, and winning was wonderful. But the moral was there for the consolation of the losers, and a good thing too. For one lost often enough, and to know you had done your best and fought the good fight was something to take home. They were a small school, all the time facing bigger and better sides. But they had a great reputation for giving their all and making their opponents fight bitterly for that win, and sometimes pulling off the big upset that made the season. They kept their fixtures because it was no disgrace for the big schools to have played and beaten them. Now was this such a bad morality to learn? Not that they always slavishly followed its strictures, the bullies certainly didn’t, but it was always there as a prick to the conscience: an aptly named Jiminny Cricket. At its worst it sent young men to their deaths in uncomplaining droves: at its best it ruled with relative fairness an Empire acquired in a fit of absent mindedness, then gave it up relatively gracefully. It left a legacy of decency that is sometimes all the new nations have to cling to in the midst of their brutal post-colonial chaos—along with the cricket they often love more than independence, and certainly more than the slovenly bullies who now rule and exploit them.

But, the reader is asking, where is all the conventional biographical material? Where are the character sketches? Where the descriptions of landscapes? Where is the catalogue of contemporary events? Where the sensitive and moving portraits of family life? Where, where, where…? Where are all those things the reviewers love to catalogue? But does it matter? Some of these things have arisen and will crop up with increasing frequency as we proceed. But this is a narcissistic exercise. We are dealing, as was Browning in Sordello, with the development of a soul. It is purely what impinged on that soul that matters to our purpose, and at this stage in its evolution, very little of outside consequence had impinged. It was a little world, and we shall deal with its salient characteristics in due time insofar as they obtruded. We have had a miraculous birth, movie stardom, a world war, an escape from live burial, a near death experience, and a religious revelation. That should be enough to hold us for a while; for the time it takes us to discover the underlying brushstrokes, the basic dispositions. Deviousness, curiosity, wariness towards the adults, discomfort with age-mates, a probably overdeveloped memory, a devotion to the life of the imagination always ready to substitute for reality, a clumsiness with practicalities, a taste for physical violence, a too-keen sense of injustice, and a passion for reading close to dementia. It is building; it is coming along.

The combination of curiosity and earnestness as positive motivations, with dissimulation and evasion as negative ones, was not a good foundation for “character” as it was still called in those simpler days. No combination seemed to please the increasingly exasperated adults. They tried him with piano lessons since he obviously had some musical ability, but he couldn’t concentrate on the necessary exercises. So they sent him to more advanced teachers who tried to make him master Bach fugues and Scarlatti sonatas before he was ready for them. In any case he neglected to practice and then made up ever more ridiculous excuses. He tried the cello in the small school orchestra, but again he wasted practice time making up dreamy melodies of his own and got no further than mastering the bass clef. But he did manage the walking cello part to Bach’s misnamed Air on a G String and even sawed away at the first movement of the Eine Kleine Nachtsmusik—something that seemed worthwhile pursuing and helped erase the memories of old hatchetface and her mad musical mnemonics.

But again he couldn’t concentrate on the exercises. If it didn’t come easily he easily lost interest. If he couldn’t just do it, then clearly he couldn’t do it, and he gave up. He read the music easily enough in his head, and could compose quite intricate pieces of his own, but he rapidly became bored with repetition and the cello went the way of the piano. It was endemic, this restlessness. Once he had mastered the principles of something such that he understood how it worked, he had no interest in the drudgery of technical exercises. It was the same with languages. He loved to read through grammars and find out how languages worked, but he had no interest in the business of practice, practice, practice. Once he knew the principles he wanted to move on to a new one. The curiosity was obsessive, but it was easily satisfied; it had no depth. Somehow he was in the grip of a mania: the more information you could gather the safer you were. It was a camouflage that would get you to the next foxhole. This worked well for some things. He was always winner of the “general knowledge quizzes” that were so popular. For subjects like History and English, wide reading was considered a plus. But cautious teachers, who were alarmed by his feeding-frenzy for facts, wrote troubled term-end reports.

Part of the problem was that his own musical or reading agenda was mostly off at a tangent from the school syllabus. He followed curiosity wherever it led, not where the textbook said it should go. This became so bad that school came to seem to him like an irritating interference with learning, so he took to playing truant regularly. Perhaps he was the only schoolboy ever to skip school in order to learn? He had a pattern of irregular attendance anyway, since he was often ill and had been ever since the meningitis. His mother was also ill as often as not, and he had to stay home to do shopping and chores. So no one much questioned when he was “ill” yet another time. He was supposed to go down into the town twice a week for “sunray” treatment. He stretched it into a half-day, sometimes more. He had favorite places to go: when the weather was fine, a golf course or a cemetery—quiet places to go where he wouldn’t be bothered. In the winter or on rainy days he would go to the town, to the wonderful nineteenth-century covered market: one of those neo-gothic marvels in glass and iron that has no doubt been pulled down to make a parking lot or a mosque. It had many virtues for the fugitive boy: it had several stalls that sold cheap food (he remembers pork pies, and peas with vinegar, and mugs of strong tea.) It was next to the huge and apparently unlimited Reference Library, where they would let you sit and read whatever you wanted for as long as you wanted.

Above all it had the second-hand book, sheet music and record stall. This became a second home to him. He would stand there and read tattered old books and particularly those small editions of the classics they still produced then: the Everyman Library, the Home University Library, Morley’s Universal Library, the Thinkers’ Library, Bohn’s Libraries, the Walter Scott Library, the Phoenix Library, the Mermaid Series, Sir John Lubbock’s Hundred Books. Sometimes he would buy a cheap one—a Routledge’s Excelsior Series perhaps—for sixpence or so, take it and read it over his pie-and-pea lunch, then take it back and resell it. They never objected. They even smiled when they saw him coming and pointed things out to him. Occasionally he bought one and kept it if he really wanted it, like Palgrave’s Golden Treasury of English Songs and Lyrics, and had some spare pocket money from his shilling-a-week.

Sometimes he would forego the pie and just have peas and a slice of bread and beef dripping, so he could pay for the book. He never skipped the tea. He sipped it continuously while reading—a habit he kept all his life. They liked him at the pie and pea stand and would refill his mug for free. No one questioned whether he should be at school or not. It was a safe place to be. So he devoured the little books: those volumes aptly called “Libraries.” People forget the little books—the small hardbacks that came before the paperback revolution. And they were small, and had tiny print that ruined the eyes, and they were cheap, cheap, cheap. At least second hand they were cheap, and returnable! He loved one of Morley’s called Ideal Commonwealths. It contained More’s Utopia, Bacon’s New Atlantis, and Campanella’s City of the Sun. He was enthralled by the old utopias, not because he believed in them, but simply because it was amazing that one could think that way: redesigning society from scratch as it were. There was also old sheet music—ballads and popular music-hall songs, and always some ragged scores of the popular oratorios: Messiah (of course), The Crucifixion, The Dream of Gerontius, The Apostles, Elijah, The Creation. He liked to read the scores to see how they did it—how they got the effects. It amazed him how the nuts and bolts of orchestration produced those magical sounds.

Music dominated his life along with reading. They were the great escapes before politics and rugby took over. Music came first from the Church, then from the school, then from the town’s remarkable musical life, but perhaps most from the BBC. When he was ill and supposedly dying his parents had bought him a small plastic (Bakelite?) wireless—a good one for its day—so he could listen to the BBC, since he was too weak to sit up to read. In the war he had listened to the “schools” broadcasts but now he spent many hours in his half-awake state, drinking in music, week after week. It was the first time he had taken orchestral music seriously—as opposed to that which accompanied the oratorios. Another of those whole new worlds opened like casements on fairylands afar. Especially at the time it was the impressionists—his first taste of them. They astonished him. That music could even sound like that. Ravel’s Introduction and Allegro seduced him. It was, he thought, how music must sound in heaven. Perhaps being dead wouldn’t be so bad if there was music like that all the time.

And Delius—that other local wonder boy—with his First Cuckoo in Spring and Walk to the Paradise Garden and La Calinda. Debussy, Fauré, Chausson, Saint-Saëns—they floated through him like physical surges and eddies, taking over his pain-wracked body. Handel and Mendelssohn had thrilled and enchanted, but this! The BBC was naturally big on British composers, and Elgar was already a favorite (Enigma Variations, Pomp and Circumstance), but of them all Vaughan Williams was king: a revered national institution, his symphonies were often played by the BBC. At first it was the smaller pieces that enthralled. Serenade to Music almost supplanted Introduction and Allegro for a while, and The Lark Ascending overshadowed Delius. But the Fifth Symphony was the first modern symphony he drank in and learned by heart.

One Christmas the surprise “family” present was a radiogram. It was a vast improvement on the old wireless; it didn’t need the horrible heavy acid batteries that had to be carried and re-charged every weekend, and the sound, even of the 78s, was not half bad through the big console speaker. And you didn’t have to wind it up. This incredible luxury (they had saved for several years to get it, since they would never buy through hire-purchase—the “never-never” was debt) enabled him to buy all nine records that made up the Fifth Symphony—one at a time with saved-up pocket money. He played them over and over while his parents were out or on days stolen from school. The strange little five-note opening, and the incredible crescendo where every instrument mounted upwards finally leaving the violins to peak and shimmer and then drop in a golden cascade. Decades later he could still close his eyes and replay the entire first movement, note for note, in his head.

At church, in the choir, he tried his hand at putting together some psalm chants. The Anglican chant might seem boring to outsiders, but it was a great school of four-part harmony. He tried a few hymn tunes as well, “Now the Day is Over” and the Scottish metrical version of the twenty-first psalm.

[image: Image]

His music master at school, the talented and eccentric Mr. Coghill, no mean composer himself, had always said, “Try to give each part an interesting tune. Learn from the madrigals.” So he tried. His twenty-first psalm was a success, except for the tenors. Giving interesting tunes to the other three parts left the tenors with a dramatic but boring single note line. So he gave them a little flourish, descending from a showy high F sung pianissimo, that he borrowed from “All in the April Evening” to end their otherwise dull first line. It was much admired and the lay reader asked him if he was going to be a composer. “I’ve never really had any composition lessons.” “Neither did Haydn,” said the lay reader. So he hit the reference library again and found a book on the lives of the great composers. Sure enough, Haydn had been bamboozled into joining the choir at the Vienna cathedral to get a musical education, but complained that he never received one. He picked it up through doing it. If it worked for Haydn, it could work for him. Composition would come through osmosis, and there would be no need for all those boring exercises.

The school had a good choir, Mr. Coghill was a fine teacher, and he was a loyal and dedicated member. He sang treble until his voice began to break. But it didn’t break quickly or totally. That is, he developed a nice baritone, but he could still sing a good treble if he wanted to, and often did. The “natural” thing to do would have been to develop a counter-tenor range. But no one was so sophisticated in those days. The only exception was Fatty—every class had a Fatty—whose odd dual allegiance to High-Anglicanism and Communism left everyone bewildered. Fatty sang “male-alto” in a high-church choir, but embarrassed everyone by refusing to say the prayer for the royal family. One avoided imitating Fatty, who’s odd combination of radicalism and snobbery had him eventually owning a private school for the children of the rich, while campaigning for left-wing candidates at elections. There were altos in the choirs, of course, but except at the heady level of cathedral or college choirs, these were usually trebles who sang “second soprano.” Alfred Deller had not yet popularized the voice, so our budding baritone ended up mostly singing tenor, because they were always short of tenors.

His unusual vocal range (he greatly admired Yma Sumac) led to some odd escapades over the years. Around Christmas—starting as early as November—every church, every chapel and musical society (there were many) did its Messiah. The culmination was the Huddersfield Choral Society and the BBC Symphony Orchestra in its grand evening-dress-only extravaganza under the direction of the ever dapper and precise Sir Malcolm Sargent. It was a northern obsession, and particularly a Yorkshire one. The local societies were always short of singers, and welcomed volunteers. So he and some choir pals became Messiah groupies, going round offering their services to all takers. They knew it by heart—the Novello edition. He can therefore claim to have sung all the parts in Messiah, including the solos, and even to have done them in one season. The record was something like thirteen Messiahs. Guinness doesn’t have it, but that’s one of its many gaps. He often thought that if all musical scores were disastrously lost—perhaps through a book-banning tyranny as in Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451—at least Messiah would be safe: he could recreate it entirely from memory.

The other musical sing-fest in which he wallowed deeply and happily was the ever-present operetta, and above all the cult following of Gilbert and Sullivan. This passion he derived from his parents who were in love with Lehar, Tauber, and Romberg, even Ivor Novello, Noel Coward, and Edward German: with The Student Prince, The Chocolate Soldier, The Red Shadow, The Waltz Dream, Bittersweet, Merrie England—the whole panoply of light opera. This was the heyday of the local “Amateur Operatic and Dramatic Society.” There were hundreds of them; some were G & S specialists. He listened to them, sang in them, and memorized them. Once, later in life, he was able, for a bet, to sing the whole of The Pirates of Penzance—choruses and all.

But we leap ahead in this saga of the soul.
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