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			Dedication

			In memory of Susan Briggs

		

		
			Preface

			Like so much in my life, this book came about by chance. In January 2022 I received a telephone call from Professor David Dilks, a retired historian and vice-chancellor whom I had known for some years. David told me that Asa Briggs’s widow was looking for someone to write a biography of her late husband, who had died in 2016. My name had arisen as the author of two previous biographies of historians of Briggs’s generation, A. J. P. Taylor and Hugh Trevor-Roper. I telephoned Lady Briggs and arranged to visit her at The Caprons, her house in Lewes. Because this was a long way from my home in Bristol, and because it seemed sensible to spend some time in the cellar there, examining Briggs’s archive, I was invited to stay overnight.

			I had been to The Caprons some fifteen or so years earlier, to interview Briggs while writing my biography of Hugh Trevor-Roper. I had found him friendly and helpful. He encouraged me to call him ‘Asa’, as I have done throughout this book. He claimed to remember that I had been a student reading history at Sussex in the early 1970s, though I am almost certain that this was a pretence: I am as sure as I can be after the passage of five decades that we never met, and he can scarcely have had any other reason to remember an unremarkable undergraduate. The reason I am not completely certain is that he did have a remarkable memory for people.

			On my second visit to The Caprons I enjoyed meeting Susan Briggs (as she quickly became to me), and I was intrigued by my first venture into Asa’s archive − though daunted by the quantity of papers I found there, particularly when I learned that this was the mere rump of a much larger archive, now kept in Boston, Massachusetts. It was obvious, too, that the papers were in a state of disorganization, and that previous attempts at cataloguing them had not been completed. That night I retired to bed after dinner with a copy of Asa’s Special Relationships, one of a trilogy of memoirs written at the end of his life, of which I had previously been unaware. As I lay in bed leafing through this, I was startled to find my own name favourably mentioned on page 8, as the writer of two ‘well-received biographies’ of historians. I was able to produce this posthumous endorsement at breakfast time.

			Soon afterwards I began work on this book. I quickly discovered two further archives of Asa’s papers, at Worcester College, Oxford, and at The Keep in Falmer, the repository for papers relating to the University of Sussex. It was obvious to me from the start that writing Asa’s biography was an ambitious project. Even just to work through the archives would be a formidable undertaking. More than that, however, the range of his activities was so wide that it would be difficult to encompass them all within a biography of manageable scale. Yet I had agreed with Susan that this was the kind of book I should write. She wanted a biography that would be read by as many people as possible, which is what I wanted too. This book is therefore selective. A comprehensive life of Asa Briggs would need several volumes and require at least a decade to write. I might not live long enough to write such a work and I doubted that many people would want to read it.

			Most biographies contain an element of autobiography, and this is no exception. I realized at an early stage that my past as a student at Sussex was an advantage to me, in that I could remember both the initial excitement of the place and the gradual fading of the founding ideals. Twenty-five years later I had returned to Sussex for a reunion and afterwards had written an article on the subject in the Observer. On a more intimate level, I soon came across familiar hands in the archive, including letters from both my previous historian subjects. I even found a few from myself, the most embarrassing being an application to fish in the lake at Worcester, at the time when Asa had been Provost there, which I had written as a junior editor at Oxford University Press, just along Walton Street.

			Before moving to Oxford, in my first months at OUP I had worked in the Press’s London office in Dover Street, where I was by far the youngest member of the editorial team. The oldest, a woman called Ena Sheen who had joined OUP before the Second World War, had the office next door to mine. She sat dozing at a desk, partly hidden behind towering piles of galleys of Sound and Vision, the fourth volume of Asa’s History of Broadcasting. This seemed to me then an elephantine project, and I had little idea of what it was about. All I knew was that it ambled towards publication through what seemed unending stages of proof. There was little sense of urgency in Dover Street.

			In Asa’s archives I found another connection, trivial but for me significant. This was a clipping from the London Evening Standard, a diary item from 1994 about the launch party held at the Imperial War Museum for my biography of A. J. P. Taylor. It informed me that Asa had been present at the party, something I had completely forgotten. I was struck, not for the first time, by the unreliability of memory, my own most of all.

			As I worked on his archives, it occurred to me that Asa may have had a profound, previously unsuspected effect on my career. Though I was not conscious of this at the time, Asa was one of the judges who assessed applications for fellowships at the writers’ retreat of Hawthornden Castle, just outside Edinburgh, owned by the philanthropist Drue Heinz. In the late 1990s, after the publication of my first book, I applied successfully for such a fellowship. The period of reflection I gained there enabled me to entirely rethink my second book, much for the better. I had originally thought of writing a short biography of James Boswell, the greatest of all biographers, but I came to realize that this was an uninteresting and not very original idea. Instead of a biography of a man I decided to write the story of a great book, the Life of Johnson itself. This was Boswell’s Presumptuous Task, which established me as a writer, meaning that I was able to give up other money-making activities and concentrate on writing full-time. (I later discovered that Boswell’s Presumptuous Task was one of the few books Hugh Trevor-Roper chose to have read aloud to him when he could no longer read himself.) Though I have been unable to locate the relevant documents, I feel sure that Asa was instrumental at this critical moment in my life, and that I have much to thank him for. Perhaps this book will go some way to repaying that debt. It has been very hard work, but I have enjoyed it.

			Only a few weeks ago, I came across an entry that Asa had written in a journal towards the end of his life, in 2010. The entry concerned discussions about the possibility that the Boston archive might commission a biography. ‘If it does,’ he continued, ‘I assume that Sisman would be my first choice.’ I was both flattered and nonplussed, as I realized that the decision to write this book had not been mine. He had selected me before I had elected to write about him.

			Adam Sisman, December 2024

		

		
			Introduction

			Why a biography of Asa Briggs? In a sense the question answers itself. He was one of the best-known historians of his generation, whose name alone was enough to sell a book to the public in large numbers. (In the mid-1980s it was said that only Antonia Fraser had the same ‘mesmeric effect’ on book club members.) It has to be admitted that this effect faded towards the end of his life; in old age he no longer commanded the same respectful attention, from either the public or younger historians. The volume based on papers given at a conference to mark his ninetieth birthday was alliteratively entitled The Age of Asa; but, as some of the papers themselves demonstrated, that age had passed. One of those whom I interviewed for this book commented that Asa had outlived his fame. Yet the changing perception of Asa is itself instructive, showing us something of the way we were and how different we have become.

			His was a story of spectacular success, of a grammar school boy from a backstreet of Keighley who as an adult chatted with American presidents and rearranged chairs with the Queen. He rose to become a peer of the realm, on nodding terms with grandees, invited to Ascot and to Covent Garden. He lived in gracious houses, his needs supplied by staff. But his was also a story of frustration and disappointment. Much of what he strove to achieve ended in failure. Some of this was his fault: he took on too much, and in later life found that he could no longer juggle his commitments as once he could. Some of this he could do nothing about; the landscape around him had changed. The arc of his life describes more than just the progress of an individual; it traces, too, the era in which he lived.

			In his book Our Age (1990), Noel Annan depicts the generation of men and women (mostly men) who shaped Britain in the post-war period (which he delineates as the years from 1945 until 1979). He concentrates on those who came of age and went to university in the three decades after the First World War, from 1919 until 1951. It was assumed that most of them had been educated at public school and then Oxford or Cambridge, or perhaps the London School of Economics. (Annan himself had been at Stowe and had gone up to Cambridge in 1935, three years before Asa.) In Annan’s terms, Asa was certainly One of Us. He had been born in 1921, in the middle of the cohort that constituted ‘Our Age’. Though he had not been educated at a public school, he had studied at both Cambridge and the LSE, and then taught at Oxford, and made his mark on all three. As an undergraduate Asa had been a prodigy; he studied history at one university and economics at another and obtained firsts in both simultaneously. (If anyone else has ever achieved this, I have yet to hear of it.)

			Annan argues that those who constituted Our Age shared common values and a vision of a better and fairer society, even if its members differed about how these ideals might be realized. During the Second World War there was a general belief in the need for social change once the war was won. Members of all the main political parties favoured the creation of a ‘welfare state’, to support the poor and the vulnerable. And though some of the measures implemented by the post-war Labour Government were radical, including the introduction of a National Health Service, most of these remained in place after the Conservatives returned to power in 1951. Both parties aspired to full employment, and were willing to contemplate state intervention in industry to a greater or lesser extent. In the late 1950s people spoke of a ‘Butskellite’ consensus: a reference to the common ground between two successive Chancellors, moderate Labour politician Hugh Gaitskell and the liberal-minded Tory R. A. Butler. It was Butler who, in his wartime role as President of the Board of Education, had introduced the Education Act in 1944, which provided free secondary education for every pupil. And it was Harold Macmillan, a Conservative prime minister, who commissioned the Robbins Report, which recommended that university places should be available to all who were qualified for them by ability and attainment.

			Asa inhabited this middle ground. Though his views were Left-leaning, he was in truth not a very political person and would sit as a crossbencher in the House of Lords. He maintained friendships across the political divide. In contrast to his contemporary A. J. P. Taylor,* Asa had moderate views, strongly held. He was never a Marxist; rather, he was a progressive modernizer, in sympathy with the spirit of C. P. Snow’s ‘Two Cultures’ and Harold Wilson’s ‘White Heat of Technology’. He was willing to discard tradition, yet he retained an affection for the past. Tristram Hunt, himself an historian and director of the Victoria and Albert Museum, has described Asa as ‘the last great Victorian improver’. David Cannadine has dubbed him ‘The Macaulay of the Welfare State’. Soon after the war Asa undertook a lecture tour of Germany, telling the German public about the New Jerusalem being built in Britain. Over the next decade he wrote and lectured about the history of welfare reform and public health. Above all, Asa believed fervently in the importance of education. For him, it was a powerful instrument for social justice. Poverty and ignorance went hand in hand; but education could overcome inequality if the right opportunities were provided. Hence his dedication to the Workers’ Educational Association, of which he served as President for almost ten years.

			He surfed the wave of the post-war years, and though the waters became choppy in the mid-1970s, he remained buoyant. After a ‘good war’, in which he made useful contacts, he proved adept in academic manoeuvres from the outset, negotiating between offers from three different universities. Though much the youngest don in his Oxford college, he exerted an influence disproportionate to his years and quickly became an authoritative presence.

			Early in his career, Asa specialized in the Victorian period, then comparatively neglected; ‘modern’ history ended in 1832 – or at least it did in the older universities. His work was part of a wider movement to reclaim the Victorian past from the condescension of critics like Lytton Strachey. Asa thought that the Bloomsbury view of the Victorians was a caricature. He aimed to persuade his readers to take the Victorians seriously, and to recognize their achievements. In the process he helped to change the way the public thought and felt about the legacy of Victorian times, especially the remaining buildings. (Pevsner himself credited Asa for creating a greater sympathy towards the work of the Victorian Society in defending the built heritage of the period.1)

			Asa’s work on the history of Birmingham and his move to Leeds as a young professor gave him a familiarity with two great Victorian cities, as well as an understanding of redbrick universities. When the decision was taken to expand higher education in the 1960s, Asa was well placed to take advantage of it. His modest background and his broad Yorkshire vowels were no longer a disadvantage; on the contrary, they were assets. They made him seem ‘classless’, a key term in the 1960s, and therefore modern. He would become Vice-Chancellor of Sussex, the most fashionable of the new universities, and Chancellor of the Open University, the largest. Asa believed that the Academy should look outwards, towards the wider society, and lamented that it spent so much time contemplating itself. For Sussex, he plotted out a new ‘map of learning’, to guide students as they navigated the challenges of the future. He wanted to dismantle the barriers between disciplines, to abolish departments and to bridge the gap between the arts and the sciences. Sussex promised to be a new kind of university, an example not just to the nation but to the whole world.

			He was a busy, bustling figure, who radiated energy and vitality, seemingly always in a hurry, and who travelled so frequently that he earned the nickname ‘Professor Heathrow’. His capacity for work was legendary. ‘It is doubtful whether Briggs ever spent a truly idle moment in his life,’ his admiring friend Tam Dalyell would write in an obituary.2 His dedication to public service was boundless, as the long list of organizations with which he was involved (usually as president, chairman, governor or trustee) testifies, spanning the alphabet almost from A to Z. He became (like Annan) a member of the ‘Great and the Good’, a man who could be relied upon to chair a committee and to see a project through, and like Annan he would be rewarded for his labours with a peerage.

			Things began to look different in the 1980s. Much of what Asa had built was being demolished by Mrs Thatcher, who derided the post-war consensus; indeed, by championing ‘Victorian values’, she pulled the rug from under his feet. In the mid-1960s he had been very much the Man of the Moment, profiled in Vogue and Reader’s Digest, on first-name terms with at least half the Cabinet; by the late 1980s he was beginning to seem Yesterday’s Man. The bold educational experiment of Sussex had faltered, and had failed to inspire wider change in the way that Asa had dreamed it might. To some extent he was already in retreat, having accepted a peerage and retired to the safety of an Oxford college.

			What sort of an historian was Asa Briggs? There are many possible answers to that question. He was a pioneer, who ventured into previously unexplored areas of study: labour history, urban history, business and institutional history, local history, northern history, the history of cities, the history of the book, the history of communications, and so on. He seemed interested in everything; no detail was too trivial, no subject tedious; they were all ‘fascinating’. (Perhaps only Asa could begin a review of a social and economic history of nineteenth-century Crewe ‘In this extremely interesting book …’3) When others followed him into such new territories, he would move on, rather than claiming them for his own and colonizing them, as others did. This is one reason why his career is difficult to assess. It is the fate of most historians for their work to be superseded in time, and of course this is especially true of a pioneering historian like Asa, because the terra incognita he had first explored would subsequently be developed in greater detail by others. His books were heavy on factual detail, though sometimes criticized for being light on analysis. His five-volume History of Broadcasting is a monumental work, the product of Stakhanovite labour. Some view it as a magnum opus, others as a white elephant.

			It is his work as an historian of the nineteenth century which earns the most respect from his fellow historians. The first two volumes of his Victorian trilogy (Victorian People and Victorian Cities), his history of Birmingham from 1865 to 1938, and his textbook The Age of Improvement 1783−1867 are for many his finest books. If, like some (though not all) historians, you discount the five volumes of The History of Broadcasting, then it is on these four books that his academic reputation largely rests. The first of these was published in 1952, and the last in 1963, when he was still only 42 years old.

			What, then, of the other fifty or so books published under his name? Some were company or institutional histories, such as Wine for Sale: Victoria Wine and the Liquor Trade or The Story of the Leverhulme Trust, or for that matter The History of Broadcasting. Others were pièces d’occasion, like the story of the German occupation of the Channel Islands, tied in to an anniversary exhibition at the Imperial War Museum. There were various edited or co-authored books. In his ninetieth year he co-wrote A Social History of the Media, which broke new ground and is still a popular textbook almost a quarter of a century later. But there were missed opportunities, like the biography of Michael Young, or Asa’s history of Longman. By the time the latter was eventually published, almost forty years after Asa had undertaken to write it, the book seemed dated; it would have made more impact had it not been so long postponed.

			Why did his work tail off so badly during the second half of his career? One reason, already mentioned, is that he tried to do too much. Most dons find it difficult to find enough time for research and writing without encumbering themselves with administrative responsibilities. Asa was already performing many of the duties of a Vice-Chancellor several years before he formally took up the office in 1967; and for the following twenty-four he would be engrossed (some said not engrossed enough), first as a university Vice-Chancellor, and then as Provost of an Oxford college. Before he took up this last job, his predecessor J. C. Masterman warned him that he was ‘sometimes too ready to assist in plans & schemes & too good-natured to say “No”.’

			The story of Asa’s writing life is a dramatic one, encompassing both impressive achievement and humiliating failure. Asa himself said that a day without writing was an inadequate day. By one calculation − the exact number is hard to specify, because what constitutes a book is difficult to define – he wrote or co-wrote forty-five books; and while some of these were lightweight, others were doorstops, substantial works of serious scholarship. His History of Broadcasting alone comprises five volumes amounting to some four thousand pages. To that total of forty-five should be added two anthologies and more than a dozen books edited by him. To have written so much was remarkable in itself. But it begs the question: why? In particular, why did he continue writing after his career as an academic historian had come to an end? Why did he not relax in old age? (He had surely earned a rest.) Was it a rage against the dying of the light? Despite a lengthening list of unwritten books that he had promised (and often been paid) to write, he continued to commit to new ones. His last two decades were scarred by a struggle to fulfil his commitments and to resist pressure from those unhappy that he had not done so; in some cases he failed altogether, in others the results were substandard. It was a sad and undignified end. He seemed under a compulsion to write, though it became a torment.

			The author of a recent history of Birmingham has referred to Asa as ‘a spectacularly energetic academic entrepreneur’.4 Presumably this was meant as a criticism, yet Asa himself would not have disowned the description; he liked to make things happen. He was comfortable in the company of businessmen and women and was not at all embarrassed to have been paid to write several company histories. Some academics were sniffy about ‘commissioned books’, but not Asa. He saw writing not just as a means of advancing his academic career, but as a way of supplementing his income. He enjoyed earning money, and the pleasures that money could buy. He might well have agreed with Dr Johnson that ‘no man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money’.

			As a person Asa was gregarious, unstuffy and informal, known for giving good parties. He was a bon viveur and, unlike the stereotypical Yorkshireman, he was not tight with his money. There are many testaments to his kindness. But though he had many friends, he seems to have had no intimates, in the sense of those in whom he confided. Nobody, not even his wife Susan, knew all the secrets of his heart. In a journal written in his early eighties he referred to ‘my desire not to reveal too much about myself’. For a biographer, his reticence is, of course, an obstacle. His relaxed manner and his broad Yorkshire vowels suggested a misleading forthrightness; in reality he was by temperament cautious. The journals that he kept, usually when travelling and particularly towards the end of his life, provide an occasional glimpse behind the curtain. But for the most part he kept it drawn. In the pages that follow I have occasionally (but not very often) speculated on his motives, based on the evidence of his behaviour and the observations of those who knew him for decades. I hope that fastidious readers will forgive me for doing so. Like a student sitting a mathematics paper, I have tried to show my workings.

				
					* At Taylor’s interview for a fellowship at Corpus, the President asked whether it was true that he had strong political views. ‘On no, President,’ replied Taylor: ‘Extreme views, weakly held.’

				

		

		
			1

			The Right Kind of Upbringing

			For us, from the perspective of the twenty-first century, the industrial towns of the North of England are identified with poverty and decline. It requires an effort to imagine how they once were places of spectacular growth and prosperity. Yet evidence of their former grandeur can still be seen – in the magnificent Italianate textile mill of Saltaire, for example, built in the 1850s by the manufacturer and philanthropist Titus Salt. Surrounding the mill is a model village, with wide streets, spacious squares, a recreation ground, a hospital, a school, a large dining hall with kitchens, baths and wash houses, a covered market and a Congregationalist church.

			Saltaire stands on the banks of the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, a few miles downstream from Keighley, the Yorkshire market town where Asa Briggs was born and spent his childhood. Closer still, at Bingley, are the Five-Rise Locks, the widest, deepest and steepest set of locks in the country, considered one of the engineering marvels of the world when this stretch of the canal was completed in 1774. As a boy, Asa often walked along the canal from his grandparents’ house in East Morton to Bingley, and he never failed to be impressed by the spectacle. On holidays, great barges could be seen cruising on the canal, packed with people enjoying a day out.

			The Leeds and Liverpool Canal runs alongside the River Aire. Keighley occupies a strategic position on the corner of the Aire Gap, one of the three great breaches in the Pennine Chain. Through this gap, cut by the Aire, runs both the Canal and the main railway line linking the industrial cities of Lancashire and Yorkshire. A branch line leads from Keighley up the valley of the Worth, a tributary of the Aire, onto the moors above the village of Haworth, home of the Brontës, only about four miles upstream.* Though little more than a beck, the Worth provided the power to fuel dozens of mills: so many that in the nineteenth century it was ‘reputed by some to be the richest river in England’.1 By the twentieth century the once free-flowing stream had become reduced to almost a thing of shame, kept out of sight behind stone walls, crawling along ditches. For years Asa would have a recurring dream of the Worth running clear, through old Keighley behind the parish church, a vision of the past and perhaps also of the future.

			The world in which Asa was born would be recognizable to us, though it was in some ways very different. In later life he could remember his grandfather gazing up in wonder as he saw an aeroplane fly overhead for the first time in his life. Asa himself had never spoken on a telephone before he went up to Cambridge. As a schoolboy he would write an essay on ‘The City of the Future’, imagining Bradford as a clean, modern city, where none of the inhabitants was poor and all had plenty of time for leisure. Prophetically, he foresaw that Bradford would be served by its own ‘aerodrome’, though in his vision of the 2030s it would be sited at Haworth.

			On the other side of the Aire loomed Ilkley Moor, a forbidding expanse of moorland marked by great outcrops of stone. The road from Keighley leading up to the moor ends abruptly with a gate, barring the way to vehicles. It is a desolate place: the words of the song ‘On Ilkla Moor Baht ’at’ warn of the need for warm headgear as protection against the bitterly cold winds that sweep across the moor.

			There were textile mills in Keighley itself, as well as dyers, foundries and factories making machinery for the mills and machine tools. Industry drew in people, and the town grew rapidly during the nineteenth century, from 5,000-odd to more than 40,000. In the first few decades of the twentieth century Keighley continued to grow, but more slowly, reaching its present size of just over 50,000 by 1941. By then the cloth trade had passed its peak. During the First World War the factories had diversified, one specializing in making bayonets. In May 1918 King George V and Queen Mary had come to Keighley to inspect the factory where women produced munitions.

			Such industrial development carried a cost, of course. The air was thick with smoke and the rivers choked with filth. The Aire was so polluted as scarcely to flow at all. Keighley was a busy, noisy, dirty town. In the valleys nature had been tamed to serve Man’s will, while the moors remained wilderness. Smoking chimneys below; bare moorland above. Wherever you stood in Keighley, you could look up and see the moors looming in the distance. Towards the end of his life, Asa would speculate that it might have been this contrasting landscape which had made him an historian of the nineteenth century.2 The history of the Industrial Revolution was on his doorstep. For the young Asa, the Victorian past was only yesterday, its remnants evident in the present. ‘I think if you were brought up in the North of England as I was, the main ingredients of the Victorian experience are in your blood’, he would tell a radio audience in 1968.3

			Contemplating the industrial past, we tend to see only conflict between labour and capital. Yet a good few of the employers were, like Titus Salt, benevolent, indeed high-minded. Many of them had themselves risen from humble beginnings. Though they expected hard work from their employees, they offered opportunities for improvement. Like the other industrial towns of the North, Keighley was a tough town without frills, but it was also a strong and distinct community, markedly self-contained, proud of its new(ish) institutions, boasting a wide range of organized social activities, including ‘gala day’, with its big, colourful procession; ‘parish feasts’, the week when everyone in Keighley was on holiday while those in nearby towns were hard at work; and rugby league matches, which attracted passionate local support. ‘The industrial North was not merely a land of slag heaps and dark satanic mills,’ Asa would write in 1954; ‘it was a land of chapels and clubs, of co-operative and friendly societies … of small but energetic social and religious groups, of intense and variegated loyalties.’4

			The Keighley Mechanics’ Institute had been founded in 1825, one of the first established in England, as ‘a society for mutual instruction, and to establish a library for that purpose’. The Reverend Patrick Brontë, father of the Brontë sisters, had been one of its early members. By the 1870s it was considered a model Working Men’s Club, with evening classes attended by more than 200 pupils, women as well as men. With the help of the Yorkshire Board of Education, a voluntary association of landowners and manufacturers, they had erected an imposing building in the High Victorian Gothic style; and opened in its annexe a school, the Keighley Trade and Grammar School, one that taught textiles, spinning and weaving, but one which also offered an education rivalling the best and every year sent ten or so poor boys to Oxford or Cambridge. It drew children not just from the town itself, but from surrounding villages such as Haworth and Cowling. Herbert Butterfield, the son of a clerk at a woollen mill at Oxenhope, a moorland village above Haworth, had been a pupil there during the First World War; he had won a scholarship to read history at Cambridge, where he would in time rise to become Sir Herbert Butterfield, Master of Peterhouse, Regius Professor of Modern History and the University’s Vice-Chancellor.

			*

			Asa Briggs was born in Keighley on 7 May 1921, the first child of William Briggs (known to his friends as ‘Willie’) and his wife Jane, who had married two years before. Four years later (with a miscarriage in between), Jane had another child, a girl whom she and Willie named Emma after her grandmother.

			It is worth reflecting on what the world seemed like in 1921. Britain was still at the heart of a mighty empire, stretching over one quarter of the world’s surface. There was as yet no living adult who had been born in the twentieth century; most had been born in the reign of Queen Victoria, and there were still a few old people dating from King William IV’s time. Both of Asa’s parents had been born in the early 1890s.

			Asa was an extremely small baby, only a few pounds at birth and not expected to survive; he was named after his mother’s younger brother, who himself had died unexpectedly at the age of 21, in the year before his nephew and namesake was born. Asa was the third King of Judah, a descendant of King David: such biblical names were common on both sides of the family; Willie’s father was called Abraham. The name Asa was unusual, though not unknown in Nonconformist communities in the North of England. But the surname Briggs, or Brigg (both corruptions of bridge), was a common one in the area; there was a Brigg house at Asa’s school, named after the eminent Brigg family, one of whom, Sir John Brigg, had served as Keighley’s Liberal MP from 1895 until his death in 1911. In later life Asa would occasionally receive letters from people named Briggs who thought they might be relations, but who turned out to have no traceable connection. More than once he was contacted about a commemorative mug presented to another Asa Briggs in nearby Leeds, some years before he was born.

			The baby Asa had been baptized by a Congregationalist lay preacher. Though his father was a lapsed Anglican, his mother was a keen Congregationalist; she sang in the choir at the local Congregationalist Mission on Marlborough Street,† and occasionally pumped the organ, while he enjoyed a bet on the horses or a drink in the pub. Hers was a family that addressed each other as ‘thee’ and ‘thou’. Originally farmers from the marginal lands adjoining the moors near Bradford, they spoke in broad local dialects.

			Asa’s paternal grandfather, Abraham Briggs, had been born in 1857. He came from Leeds, where he had learned engineering skills. Following his apprenticeship, he had made his way down to London, where he had eaten a tomato for the first time and heard Gladstone speak. After returning to Leeds he met Emma, a weaver, who had started work at the age of 11, sticking labels on bottles of Yorkshire relish. They had married and moved to Ulverston, near Barrow-in-Furness, in search of work. Willie was their only child. In later life Asa would describe his father and grandfather as engineers, which was true up to a point, in that both had been employed in the iron and steel works at Barrow-in-Furness, though as fitters; ‘skilled workers’ might have been a more accurate description. There is no record to show that Willie served in the First World War, presumably because he was in a reserved occupation.

			By the time Asa was born, his father had moved to Keighley and kept a grocer’s shop on the edge of a slum district called Eastwood, which would be cleared in the early 1930s. The shop had been started and built into a successful concern by Asa’s maternal grandfather, George Spencer, who like his son had died in 1920, the year before Asa was born. George had made a considerable amount of money from the shop, though he had exhausted his life savings to pay for medical care during a period of prolonged illness in the last few years of his life − especially on surgery carried out by Sir Berkeley Moynihan, Professor of Surgery at Leeds (and later Lord Moynihan, President of the Royal College of Surgeons). Following the death of his father-in-law, Willie Briggs had been persuaded, much against his will, to take over the shop, at first in combination with one of his brothers-in-law and later on his own; though he would always remain a reluctant shopkeeper, uninterested in the business and lacking the necessary skills. His own father, Abraham Briggs, dismissed shopkeeping as an ‘absurd’ occupation. Asa helped out in the shop, arranging window displays, taking customers’ orders and putting the money they paid into the till. (This was the modest beginning of a lifelong interest in retailing.) Much of the business was run on credit; Asa’s father relied on credit from his suppliers in the markets, and offered it to his customers, especially the neighbours, which worked so long as they paid in the end. But there was no sense of financial security, and anxiety about money was always in the background.

			Twice a week Asa’s father drove a horse and cart around the streets of Keighley delivering produce, a task he particularly disliked and perhaps regarded as demeaning. Sometimes he would take Asa with him. Eventually his nephew Jack, son of the uncle after whom Asa was named, would assume responsibility for the horse and cart.

			Asa’s widowed grandmother would continue to live with them until she too died. To the young Asa she seemed just like Queen Victoria, a rather remote figure in lace cap and widow’s black. Seventy years afterwards Asa could recall her funeral, with an elaborate cortège of motor vehicles making a slow procession south some six miles to the village of Denholme, from which her family originated. What he remembered most distinctly was that at some point on the route they passed a dripping factory, which emitted an ‘absolutely appalling’ smell.‡

			According to Asa, his paternal grandparents thought themselves ‘superior’, and his parents would have been extremely uneasy to be described as working class, perhaps the more so because of their proximity to the slums of Eastwood. ‘We were not straight working class but very near to it,’ he would say in retrospect.5 ‘Shopkeepers were a very mixed group of people, some of them extremely close to the working classes, going into the retail trade with the minimum of capital and leaving it when times were bad,’ Asa would write in Victorian Cities.6 Among the shop’s customers were some professional people, such as the local doctor and a lawyer. Like other shopkeepers, the Briggs family were sensitive to indicators of social difference. The way that you spoke, for example, mattered: a Yorkshire accent was acceptable, but broad dialect was embarrassing. Much against his will Asa was made to enter an elocution competition, and his grandfather was furious when he did not win.

			The family lived above the shop in a substantial stone house, with three bedrooms, a kitchen, a sitting room (used only on special occasions), another living room, a large attic and cellars. (If Asa misbehaved, he would sometimes be punished by being sent down into a coal cellar, linked to the street outside by a narrow vent.) Asa and Emma shared a room for a while. The house seemed spacious and comfortable by comparison with other houses nearby, though it was still lit with gas lamps until Asa’s father installed electricity. There was a piano in the house, and both parents could play; occasionally the family would gather around the piano to sing. On a chest of drawers was a pair of stuffed birds in a glass case. There were few pictures on the walls, and not many books.

			There was no telephone, and of course no television; the main entertainment came from the radio. The Briggs family took various local newspapers, including the Yorkshire Post and the Keighley News. They were close friends of another family living opposite, who had a daughter born on the very same day as Asa, and as small children the two of them were bathed together.

			The shop fronted onto the main Bradford Road, which carried enough traffic to constitute a hazard to a small boy. It had a big window with an elaborate display of fruit and vegetables, and a side window where fish and shellfish were sold on certain days of the week. Asa enjoyed accompanying his father to buy fruit and vegetables at the Keighley wholesale market, where he was entranced by the wooden stalls lit by gas flares. He was especially impressed by the cheese shop, where small boys like himself would be invited to taste slices from their huge cylindrical cheeses; by the fresh fish newly arrived by train from Morecambe Bay; and by the weekend hampers made up by the butchers with whatever meat was available. Occasionally they would venture further afield, to the bigger markets in Bradford or Leeds, which seemed to a child a long way off.

			Asa’s earliest memory (admittedly a vague one) was as a spectator, perched on his father’s shoulders, at the opening of the Keighley War Memorial in 1924. It was a solemn occasion, held in the new Town Hall Square, attended by a crowd of 28,000, more than half the town’s population. Another early memory was of collecting coal with his father from heaps left by the Canal during the General Strike of 1926. He also remembered being woken very early one June morning in 1927 to watch a total eclipse, though clouds rather spoiled the spectacle.

			*

			As a small boy Asa suffered ‘from every conceivable illness’. No doubt the squalid conditions of the slums of Keighley played their part. Asa knew local children who suffered terribly from familiar diseases; one girl was blinded as a side effect of measles. (It was therefore understandable that as an historian he would take an interest in sanitary reform in Victorian cities.) At the age of four Asa contracted diphtheria, and even late in life he could remember being taken by ambulance to the fever hospital. According to his own account, he entertained the other boys in the ward by reading to them. He could already read by the time he started his education at Eastwood Elementary School in 1926. His school reports, which begin in 1927, were exemplary. Though he was often absent, missing 79 out of 135 days of the spring term 1928, for example, presumably through illness, his teachers nevertheless rated his progress in the ‘three Rs’ (reading, writing and arithmetic) as ‘very good’. This was a co-educational school, with no school uniform. At break time the children would play hopscotch and other such games in the playground; after school they would play in the backstreets, in those days free of cars.

			From an early age it was obvious that Asa was a clever child, whose interests increasingly diverged from those of his family. He spent much of his time reading at a house only four or five doors away, where the neighbours had more books, including bound volumes of The Strand Magazine. But though different from other children nearby, he did not feel disconnected from them. On the contrary, some of his playmates were children who had no interest in schoolwork. As an adult looking back at his past, Asa would reflect that his had been a happy childhood, quite unlike the one described by his contemporary Richard Hoggart, whose literary interests had isolated him from the other children in the working-class district of Leeds where he was raised. (One reason for this may have been that Hoggart was an orphan, raised by his grandmother.)

			At the age of seven Asa progressed from the infant school into the junior school. In September 1928 his class teacher, Miss Barker, described him as ‘a very intelligent boy’, and a few months later she praised him for ‘brilliant work in all subjects’, and described him as ‘a very clever boy’. Though in general his conduct at school was ‘excellent’, he was once caned for obstinacy. From the time the school began to rate pupils, he was always top of the class. He had a particular interest in English literature and knew several narrative poems by heart before the age of nine. He also began writing his own poems. His essays were so highly thought of by his teachers that he was instructed to read them aloud to the children in older forms (a requirement unlikely to have enhanced his popularity with his schoolmates). He earned the nickname ‘Composition’. That he was proud of his success nonetheless is obvious from a journal he kept, entitled, somewhat ambitiously, ‘My Early Life and Works’. He began this journal with four paragraphs of reflections on the task ahead: 

			Before anyone can write his life-story, he must have all the facts laid before him: he must be absolutely sure of his ground: he must see all past events in perfect perspective.

			Asa’s precociousness seems to have been innate. His parents were unsure what to make of their clever son. Though (according to Asa) his father had been clever enough to win a place at a grammar school, there was little sign of this in the man. If anything, it was his mother who encouraged him in his studies, though not well educated herself. As often the case in working-class families, the father tended to favour the daughter, while the mother favoured the son. Asa’s sister felt that their mother ‘mollycoddled him a bit’.7 This may have been an understatement; in later life Asa seemed incapable of even the most basic tasks and relied on women to take care of his needs.

			Grandfather Abraham may have been a more important influence. In his retirement Abraham Briggs would move back to Yorkshire and live with his wife in East Morton, a village backing onto the moors on the far bank of the Aire, about three and half miles away from Keighley. He had accumulated enough money to buy several properties locally, and they were able to live comfortably off the rents. When he was a bit older Asa would often walk across the fields to visit his paternal grandparents. Abraham had an active and curious mind and was interested in history; he took Asa to see the cathedrals of Lincoln and York Minster, and other old buildings. Occasionally he would buy second-hand furniture at sales, including a case containing a set of Encyclopaedia Britannica which he presented to Asa. In later life Asa would reflect that his grandfather, though uneducated, had been highly intelligent, and might have done very well had he been given the opportunities.

			The Briggs family often took holidays in the Lake District, especially while his grandparents were still living in Barrow, a convenient base for exploring the area. In 1928, for example, when Asa was 7, they toured the southern Lakes, visiting Ulverston, Coniston, Ambleside, Rydal, Windermere, Lakeside and Newby Bridge. They spent another holiday at the Yorkshire seaside towns of Whitby and Scarborough; though in general they favoured the Lancashire coast, especially Morecambe and Blackpool. In 1929 Asa was taken by train from Leeds to Liverpool, where he crossed the Mersey to New Brighton, and was given a tour of RMS Baltic, an ocean liner of the White Star Line, until 1906 the world’s largest ship. At about the age of 10 Asa was taken to the theatre for the first time, to see a performance of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado in Denholme. Before that he had been to the Regent cinema to see the first ‘talkies’ shown in Keighley, a double bill of Alfred Hitchcock’s Blackmail (a rather adult film for such a small boy) and The Singing Fool, starring Al Jolson.§

			In ‘My Early Life and Works’ Asa admitted to ill-tempered outbursts, ‘for I would angrily withdraw myself to my room and stamp the floor at the slightest provocation’. This set a pattern: mild-mannered in public, he was prone to outbursts of temper in private, usually from frustration. By the time he was 10 years old, qualities had emerged that became obvious in later life: diligence, reticence, self-reliance. He appeared cheerful even when he was not, because of a curious feature of his physiognomy: he could not frown or raise his eyebrows. If asked to do either, he screwed up his features in a vain attempt, causing his family to laugh at him.

			After being born so small and contracting so many illnesses as an infant, Asa had grown into a sturdy child, rather shorter and plumper than average,¶ whose short sight required him to wear spectacles from the age of nine. Though fiercely competitive, he showed no particular aptitude for sport. He joined the Sunday School ‘Cubs’, who met once a week for games and handwork, and occasionally put on pantomimes. Asa’s greatest success would come in 1931, in the title role of Cinderella.

			*

			Eastwood Elementary School stood on the edge of Victoria Park, formerly the grounds of Eastwood House, a neo-classical mansion built by the mill owner William Sugden in 1819. This had become the home of the Keighley Corporation Museum, which contained a miscellaneous collection of exhibits. Asa was especially fascinated by its Egyptian mummy, and never went through the park without diverting to stare at it.

			Newspaper competitions were very popular in the inter-war years. In 1930 Asa had won second prize (£1) in one such competition organized by the Yorkshire Observer for his essay ‘Why I Believe in the League of Nations’. The prize was presented in the Bradford offices of the newspaper by the former Liberal MP for York, Arnold S. Rowntree, a member of the Quaker chocolate family. (More than thirty years later Asa would write a life of his cousin, the sociological researcher, social reformer and industrialist, Seebohm Rowntree.) The following year he again won second prize (‘highly commended’) in a reading competition organized by the Keighley & District Sunday School Union; and first prize in another competition, for an essay entitled ‘The Greatest Thing the League of Nations has ever done’.

			The League of Nations was much in the news at the time. It had been founded after the First World War to settle international disputes and to maintain peace, but its authority had been compromised from the outset by the refusal of the United States to join. The League was further undermined by the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, a challenge from which it never recovered. Western nations were distracted, struggling to cope with the Slump that had followed the Wall Street Crash in 1929. In Britain, the Labour Government was torn between wanting to alleviate the distress arising from worsening unemployment and its commitment to ‘sound finance’, embodied in the stern Philip Snowden, Chancellor of the Exchequer. Snowden was a well-known local figure who had been on the executive committee of the Keighley Independent Labour Party in its early years; he came from Cowling, a village a few miles west of Keighley, and spoke in the local dialect. He proposed budget cuts, including a cut in the rate of unemployment pay, which was unacceptable to many Labour activists; the party split and the government collapsed. While most Labour MPs went into opposition, Snowden and the Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, formed a coalition with the Conservatives and elements of the Liberal Party. The subsequent general election resulted in a landslide victory for the new National Government.

			Asa had been following the crisis closely as it developed, but he was nonetheless startled to be stopped in the street by someone he knew, a member of the local Independent Labour Party and a former friend of Snowden’s, who denounced the Chancellor as a traitor.

			It was impossible to live in Keighley and not be interested in Labour politics, but that did not make the Briggs family Labour supporters. As a small shopkeeper, Willie Briggs was suspicious of Labour, and (so Asa believed) voted Conservative in every election before 1945; while his mother, like so many Nonconformists, was a lifelong Liberal. Willie Briggs enjoyed a good argument, and as Asa became old enough to develop his own ideas, he and his father would often have political disagreements, though not unpleasant ones, debating rather than quarrelling. Asa’s grandfather, too, was conservative in his outlook, believing in the doctrine of self-help preached by the Victorian improver Samuel Smiles to the artisans of Leeds, that ‘help from without is often enfeebling in its effects, but help from within invariably invigorates’. Poverty was largely the result of irresponsible habits. It was this doctrine that Seebohm Rowntree’s research into the causes of poverty in York would do much to refute.

			*

			In 1931 Asa sat an examination and was awarded a ‘Drake & Tonson’** scholarship at the Keighley Boys’ Grammar School, the one based in the imposing Mechanics’ Institute building and still sometimes referred to locally as ‘the Trade School’, the same school where Herbert Butterfield had been a pupil almost twenty years before.

			On entering the grammar school, soon after his tenth birthday, Asa was placed in a class of twenty-three other boys, whose average age was almost eighteen months older.†† Despite this, he excelled, and was soon promoted to the A stream, where he would remain for the rest of his school career. He was especially strong in English, history and French; he was usually ranked first or second in these subjects, though his results in mathematics and science subjects were more mediocre, and he was bottom of the class for art. His overall ranking varied between fourth and ninth, in classes varying in size between twenty-five and thirty. He was never top of the class until he went into the sixth form. That distinction belonged to the son of a Haworth butcher, who would leave school after taking his School Certificate to work in his father’s shop, and would spend his working life there, taking charge of it when his father retired.‡‡ Eventually he, too, retired, and enrolled at the Open University, where he would take a first-class degree in mathematics and technology.

			*

			Around the time that Asa started at the grammar school, he began to frequent the Keighley Public Library, on the other side of the Skipton Road. This was a building in the Early Renaissance style, the first in England to be endowed by the multimillionaire Andrew Carnegie, opened in 1904 by the Duke of Devonshire. Here Asa read newspapers in the large newspaper room on the ground floor and enjoyed working after school in the reference library on the first floor. Here, too, he discovered the pleasures of browsing, and the accidental discoveries that can result, often with effects only apparent long afterwards.

			The school doctor advised that Asa would benefit from fresh air and exercise, and recommended the school’s annual summer camp, far from the Keighley smoke. In May 1932, on the day before his eleventh birthday, Asa joined twenty-eight other boys in setting out by train for southern Scotland, the furthest journey he had taken. He would be there seven weeks, the longest time he had ever been away from home.

			The camp was situated on the estuary of the River Dee, opposite the town of Kirkcudbright, a short walk from the coast. The boys slept in bell tents and rose each morning at 7.15 for a breakfast of porridge, a food Asa had never before tasted. One of his duties, shared with another boy, was to collect the heavy milk churn. One morning they dropped it, spilling its contents on the ground, so that the porridge had to be taken that day with salt rather than milk. After morning lessons, the afternoons were free for rock-climbing, fishing, cricket on the sands, bathing, tennis, bicycling (though at the time Asa could not ride a bike) and other activities. Asa learned to swim in the Solway Firth. On Sundays they attended long services at one or other of the local kirks. In the evenings the master in charge read them extracts from Sir Walter Scott’s Guy Mannering, the exciting story of a boy, the son of a laird, kidnapped by smugglers; on one of their expeditions they visited Dirk Hatterick’s Cave, a smugglers’ hideout described in the novel. Asa started keeping a diary, using a language he devised himself, which he called ‘Aotics’. At first this was no more than a substitution code, but later he modified it into a language with its own grammatical rules. The experience would prove useful ten years later, when he began code-breaking at Bletchley Park.

			The school summer camp was deemed a success, and Asa would return there several times over the coming years.

			*

			The following winter saw the Great Blizzard, one of the most dramatic weather events of the century, with snowdrifts of up to fourteen feet deep on the moors. The school was forced to close for a while. Two days after the blizzard Asa trudged through the snow to a village that was still cut off.

			At home Asa decided to open his own museum, founded on a small collection of shells gathered on a seaside holiday near Barrow.§§ These were augmented by some foreign postage stamps, an old coin, some war medals and (most exciting of all) three bullets: and then more in the same vein. Gradually he accumulated four hundred exhibits, including a tail feather from a Bird of Paradise. At the age of 13 he produced a twelve-page handwritten magazine, described on its masthead as ‘The Official Organ of the Briggs Museum, edited and published by A. Briggs’. An editorial looked to the future: ‘The time is nearly approaching when the Briggs Museum is ready to occupy a more prominent position …’

			He began collecting stamps, and accumulated quite a good collection, to the extent that he began to sell some of his surplus stamps in the shop. In later life he would return from trips abroad with foreign stamps which he would present to his children, as well as interesting rocks and minerals. Asa’s first appearance in print, alas undated, was a letter to the Manchester-based newspaper, the Daily Dispatch, under the pseudonym ‘Philatelist’:

			Other countries produce beautiful postage stamps. Some of these countries are comparatively savage and unknown. Our own, therefore, has absolutely no excuse for producing the worst designed stamps in the world. It is good news that a new set is being prepared.

			Our holiday resort and beauty spots, our ports and industrial centres – all of them could be shown on stamps, whilst King George’s head could be placed on top, as most of our colonies show him.

			The letter was illustrated with a stamp from the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, commonly known as the Soviet Union), showing an airship crossing the globe.

			This was Asa Briggs on the cusp of puberty: a studious boy, who imitated the stylistic conventions that he found in the books and journals that he read. Characteristics evident in the adult Asa were already emerging. He was cheerful, affable and well liked, but also reserved, with a marked distaste for unpleasantness and personal comment.

			‘We were certainly given the right kind of upbringing,’ Asa would write many years afterwards, replying to a correspondent who had asked about his Yorkshire background.8 What did Asa mean by this? ‘We had a good religious upbringing and were taught right from wrong,’ his sister Emma would recall. ‘We were always taught that if you wanted something you had to work for it,’ she continued: ‘that things just don’t fall into your lap.’9 These were values associated with a Nonconformist household in a northern industrial town: hard work, discipline and self-reliance.

				
					* This railway line provided the location for the 1968 film The Railway Children.

				

				
					† Now a mosque.

				

				
					‡ Asa remembered it as a soap factory, but there was no such place on the road to Denholme; though there was a dripping factory, known to ‘smell really bad’ at times.

				

				
					§ Al Jolson’s real name was Asa.

				

				
					¶ 4 feet 6 inches (141 cm) high and weighing 4 stone 4 lb (27 kg) on the eve of his eleventh birthday. The equivalent figures for the average 11-year-old boy in the UK today are 143.5 cm and 35.6 kg.

				

				
					** John Drake and Jonas Tonson, the benefactors who had helped to establish the Grammar school in Keighley.

				

				
					†† A contemporary of Asa’s at the school would become famous only very late in his life as the fundraiser for charity, Captain Sir Tom Moore.

				

				
					‡‡ In later life Asa tried to make contact with him on several occasions when he visited Haworth in his capacity as President of the Brontë Society, but his old schoolmate kept him at a distance.

				

				
					§§ Asa may have been inspired by the collection of fossils donated to the Keighley Mechanics’ Institute in 1836 by Frances-Mary Richardson Currer of Eshton Hall. This formed the basis of the Institute’s museum’s collection. I owe this intriguing suggestion to the local archivist, Gina Birdsall. Currer was a remarkable bibliophile; scholars have speculated that her name may have been the origin of Charlotte Brontë’s pseudonym, Currer Bell.

				

		

		
			2

			A Wide Circle of Acquaintance, But Few Intimate Friends

			In 1934 Asa made his first visit to London, en route to France as part of a French exchange scheme organized by the school. At 2.15 a.m. he boarded a train from Scotland that stopped at Keighley on its way to the capital. Travelling alone, he had time to glimpse Buckingham Palace, Kensington Gardens and the Thames, before embarking on the boat train at Victoria. He continued by train, via Calais, Lille and Cambrai, to the small town of Caudry, not far from the Belgian border and famous for its lace-making. His hosts were the Cordonnier family; their son Jacques, an only child, was a pupil at the lycée in Cambrai, where once or twice Asa accompanied Jacques to lessons.

			Caudry had been occupied by the Germans during the First World War and was not far behind the front line; in 1917 Cambrai had been the scene of an important battle, when the British had deployed tanks en masse for the first time. With Jacques, Asa explored the nearby battlefields of the Somme, visiting cemeteries and war memorials. What he remembered best in retrospect was not these so much as the lunch of aperitifs, lobster and champagne with Jacques’s family in Cambrai’s main square, far more impressive to Asa than its equivalent in Keighley.

			Almost from the start Asa loved France, not least its food and wine, which he tasted for the first time on this trip. This was the beginning of a lifelong interest in gastronomy. Even in old age he could recall another long lunch with friends of the Cordonniers, this time in Lille, which had lasted four hours. On this trip Asa tasted foods he had never even seen before. Presented with a globe artichoke, he ate the whole thing, much to the amazement of his hosts.

			Jacques’s family took Asa to see the cathedral at Amiens, on their way for a stay at their summer villa at Le Tréport, on the Normandy coast. From there they visited the nearby Château d’Eu, where Queen Victoria had been entertained by Louis-Philippe, the ‘citizen king’, in the 1840s.* Nearby was an airfield where it was possible to make short flights above the Channel; the two boys begged Jacques’s father to be allowed to take one of these. After consulting Asa’s father – not straightforward, because the Briggs family had no telephone – Monsieur Cordonnier gave his consent. Asa never forgot his first experience of flight.

			Once Asa had returned to Keighley the two boys corresponded. ‘Bonne chance dans vos études’ read one early postcard from Jacques. Over the succeeding years he stayed several times with Asa’s family in Keighley. It must have been a strange experience for a French schoolboy, but he seemed to enjoy it all the same. Together they visited Leeds and Bradford and spent a holiday in Morecambe Bay.

			During his school years Asa would make several subsequent visits to Jacques’s family and to other families in northern France. On one of these, in the flat country of Valenciennes, on the Scheldt River close to the Belgian border, he learned to ride a bicycle. He also learned to speak French fluently, albeit with a Yorkshire accent − well enough to enable him to deliver a lecture in French many years afterwards, and to discuss politics with Jacques’s father, a supporter of the radical socialist politician Édouard Daladier. By the time he left school he would be able to read poetry, fiction and history in French; and by learning a new language, Asa was exposed to new ideas.

			*

			Around the age of 13 Asa began to show an interest in girls. He had remained friendly with the one who had been born on the same day as him, particularly as she attended the same Congregationalist mission. They used to talk and take walks together, though in this case there was never any more to it than that. But he was very attracted to another girl, whom he thought at the time the most beautiful girl in the world. For a teenage boy in those innocent days it was exciting just to hold hands with a girl, or to put your arm around her in the back row of the Regent or the Cosy Corner cinemas, or the Hippodrome Theatre. For Asa, as perhaps for many boys of his generation, it was more about the pursuit of girls than the capture. Asa was also attracted to a boy at school, whom he often invited back to the house and who became friendly with his parents. After leaving school they would remain in contact by letter – ‘your sincere friend’ – and they saw quite a bit of each other in the Army, until he suddenly took against Asa, who suspected that this might have been because his friend had decided to get married. After that there would be no more contact between them, though his former friend would continue visiting Asa’s mother until she died.

			There was no formal link between the boys’ and the girls’ grammar schools, but of course pupils met in the street after lessons finished, and on Saturday and Sunday nights there would be a procession of adolescents up and down Cavendish Street, which was covered by a glass arcade. Every year there was a dance in the main hall of the Mechanics’ Institute, known as the ‘Cons’, short for Conversazione.

			*

			Asa had already begun to accumulate prizes for his schoolwork. In 1932 his Drake & Tonson scholarship would be superseded by a more valuable County Minor Scholarship. In 1933−4 he had been awarded the Craven Laycock Spoken English Prize, and in 1934−5 the Drake & Tonson Prize for English Literature. He was due to sit his School Certificate examinations, taken by most children at the age of 16, in the summer of 1935, when he was only just 14 – though in the run-up to his exams he had been obliged to take six weeks off school to run the shop, after his father had been taken
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