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CHAPTER ONE.

BOARDING SCHOOL - A MIXED BLESSING.
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My name is James Sapphire and when I was at an age old enough to attend school, I was persuaded by my parents to attend a boarding school which, of course, is one of those schools that, after school, you don't go home like other kids but you go back to your boarding house; so one day, my mother gave me a short-list of three boarding schools which were all in the same county and I just chose the one which sounded better than the others: the boarding school I chose was Hampton Court Public Comprehensive School, an all-boys place of learning, from age seven to seventeen. But I wasn't to know what life was like really in Hampton, namely the regime of discipline, which was prescribed as punishment rather than as discipline.
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Boarding-School Food Compared with Tuck-shop Nosh

Where the only redeeming feature was “the good old tuck-shop”. For me, school-food didn't leave a lasting impression on me as much as the much beloved "tuck-shop" which was actually the boarding school's in-house candy-shop, or as us Brits say, "sweet-shop”; such a place was always a magnet for us boys where we could find all kinds of goodies to indulge our spare time, or even for passing the odd, boring lesson with our secret “time-sucker” as we called it.
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And then there was the opposite side to the joys of the tuck-shop, which was the sting of almost death which came with the territory of boarding school life:
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The dreaded birch or cane.

In most boarding schools in the U.K., before the new legislation of 1983 that outlawed corporal punishment, there was the terror of the dreaded cane being metered out by the masters.
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Our teachers were not referred to indirectly as “teachers” but “masters”, and of course, the principal as the “headmaster”. But among that den of masters, there were some terrifying men who wielded that wooden cane with no mercy.
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One such aptly named was Mr. Yikes who was a ferocious fellow who took the crown in that department. He always carried his cane and he spent his day looking for a reason to use it; actually, the technical name for that cane is “birch” – it was long and thin which meant when he struck the air or our "behinds" it made the ferocious whipping noise. But to Mr. Yikes it was like music to his ears because he seemed to regard his whipping sessions as a kind of sport like playing darts or cricket.
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Just like many masters of his generation in Britain, he was partial to cricket, rugby, and of course, beer, or in his case, wine, along with his pipe.
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Mr. Yikes' personality and little quirks matched him. He was thin and lanky, and he had a head of red hair heaped up, which matched his fiery character. Whenever he opened his mouth to speak his entire facial expressions would come to life - he would animate all the four corners of his mouth and eyes; his cheeks would come to life and all the lines of his forehead and both his eye-brows would become animated; and his most animated feature was his hugely long mustache, which he would regularly apply his own spittle to the ends, to make them curl up in a circle. Otherwise, his mustache would be so long, the ends would protrude off his face. 
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Looking at his face was like watching one of those Saturday morning cartoons, it was that animated!
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And another thing, about his head of red hair, although it was evident he was balding, he let it grow so that it grew in a heap and took on the proportions of a nest of a robin redbreast; as I said, he sported the most longest red moustache you have ever seen because one day my friend measured it using an invisible laser-beam. It was all of seven centimeters. His moustache was redder than the rest of him – even his face which reflected a distinct colour of red, especially when he had been at the wine the previous night.
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And his little quirk of twitching was also another barometer of what was going on inside him - for showing us boys when which indicator or def-com colour Mr. Yikes was displaying and when he was about to explode and lash-out with his birch. 
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He had this continual twitch, and us boys could use that twitch as a barometer to know what was going on inside him. When he became agitated and anger was beginning to brew inside, you knew it because that twitch got quicker to one stich every three seconds; usually his twitches would occur once every seven to ten seconds, but when something annoyed him, that twitch became once every three seconds. The highest warning was when he became so angry he was ready to lash out, because his twitches would occur every second. For us boys, that was like Defcon 5, signaling imminent pain, when he shouted those ominous words,
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“BEND OVER, TOUCH YOUR TOES,.........” With our own names attached to that sentence, it was like receiving a near death sentence for we knew then that we would have to nurse our behinds for at least six weeks. I mean, after he gave what was in the boarding school vernacular, “six of the best” or what us boys called, “six of the worst”, from henceforth we were forced to stand for lessons the rest of the day and bring a cushion to class for at least six weeks.
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Woe and betide any of us boys if we crossed him. Then, Mr. Yikes would administer his cane with such enthusiasm and passion. And what is more, he found the most petty reasons to meter it out. If a boy even had inadvertently placed his foot outside from under his desk and onto the walkway of the route Mr. Yikes took when he strutted around the classroom, looking for a reason to lash out, he would then touch
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