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A Wayne in a Manger

Gervase Phinn is a teacher, freelance lecturer, author, poet, schools inspector, educational consultant, visiting professor of education – but none of these is more important to him than his family.

For fourteen years he taught in a range of schools, then acted as General Advisor for Language Development in Rotherham before moving on to North Yorkshire, where he spent ten years as a schools inspector, time that has provided so much source material for his books. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and an Honorary Fellow of St John’s College, York.

Gervase Phinn lives with his family near Doncaster.
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 A Very Special Time of Year

December sunshine, bright and brittle, shone through the classroom window and lit up the vicar. His sparse sandy hair shone like gold, his small black eyes sparkled and his cheeks shone as if they had recently been scrubbed.

‘This is a very special time of year, children,’ he said jovially, addressing the infants who stared up at him with open mouths. ‘Can anyone tell me what it is?’

‘Christmas,’ volunteered a small wiry boy with a feathery fringe, who began waving his hand in the air like a daffodil in a strong wind. ‘It’s Christmas.’

‘It is indeed,’ agreed the vicar, smiling beatifically. ‘It’s Christmas, and a very, very special time of year.’

‘I’m gerrin a bike,’ the boy told him.

‘I’m gerrin a doll what can wet ’er nappies an’ talk,’ added a large girl with a round moon face and hair in untidy bunches.

This was the signal for all the children to shout out what presents they were hoping to receive from Father Christmas.

‘I’m gerrin a remote-controlled car.’

‘I’m gerrin a train set.’

‘I’m gerrin a …’

‘Children! Children!’ exclaimed the vicar, raising a hand like a crossing patrol warden stopping cars. ‘Christmas is not just about presents, you know. It’s really a celebration of a birthday. It’s about the birth of a very special baby.’

‘I know what it were called,’ said the small wiry boy.

The vicar interlaced his long fingers just beneath his chin in an attitude of a child praying and smiled. ‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ he said in that solicitous and kindly tone often possessed by men of the cloth.

‘It were called Wayne,’ the child told him.

[image: image]

‘Wayne? Certainly not! What a thought!’ cried the vicar in mock horror.

‘It were!’ cried the boy undeterred. ‘Babby were called Wayne.’

‘No, it wasn’t called Wayne,’ said the vicar, his jaw tightening and his voice quavering a little. He bit his lip momentarily. The poor man had imagined that speaking to a group of small children about Christmas would be an easy enough task but he was now regretting he had ever agreed to visit the school that morning. ‘The baby was called Jesus,’ the vicar told him, slowly and deliberately.

‘It were Wayne,’ persisted the child, nodding vigorously.

‘Jesus!’ snapped the vicar.

‘Wayne,’ repeated the child. ‘I know, ’cos we all sang about it in assembly: “A Wayne in a manger, no crib for a bed.’”


Of all the activities that take place at Christmas, it is the infants’ Nativity play that I most look forward to. Innocent children reenacting one of the greatest stories of all time capture the essence of Christmas. To see Mary, aged six, draped in pale blue and tightly clutching Baby Jesus (usually a large plastic doll) to her chest, never fails to bring a tear to the eye. To see Joseph, a thick multicoloured towel draped over his head (usually held in place by an elastic belt with a snake clasp) and attired in a dressing gown and red socks, always brings a sympathetic smile to the lips.
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Then there are the shepherds (usually a motley group of little boys who scratch, fidget and pick their noses throughout the performance), the Three Kings (who invariably forget their lines or drop the gifts), the adoring angels clad in white sheets with bits of tinsel stapled to the bottom and uncomfortable-looking cardboard wings strapped to their backs and, of course, there’s the grumpy Innkeeper, who very often steals the show.

There is something very special and heartwarming about the infant Nativity.
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The Infant Nativity Play

Every teacher of young children has a story to tell about the Christmas Nativity play. There was the time the Innkeeper, when asked if there was any room in the inn, answered, ‘Plenty’, and ushered the startled Holy Family inside; the occasion when Mary dropped Baby Jesus, immediately bursting into floods of tears as the large pink doll rolled off the stage; the time that the Archangel Gabriel informed Mary that he had tidings of great joy to bring but had completely forgotten what they were; and the memorable moment when the giant cardboard star, which had been suspended on a wire above the stage, fell on Joseph who, very much out of character, rubbed his head and exclaimed, ‘Bloody ’ell!’


Then there was the time when the little boy playing Joseph strode confidently onto the stage and asked the small figure in blue who was cradling her baby, ‘And how’s our Jesus been today, Mary?’ ‘He’s been a right little so-and-so!’ came the blunt reply.

In one school I eavesdropped on a conversation between the Headteacher and a parent concerning the Nativity play the children were to perform. ‘So what’s this play about then?’ asked the mother in all seriousness.

In another school I heard a father complain that, ‘Tha allus do t’same play every Christmas. Tha wants to do summat different!’


As an Inspector for English and Drama, it was inevitable that I should be invited to attend several school nativities each Christmas. On
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