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About the Book

Apsley Cherry-Garrard (1886–1959) was one of the youngest members of Captain Scott’s final expedition to the Antarctic. Cherry undertook an epic journey in the
Antarctic winter to collect the eggs of the Emperor penguin. The temperature fell to seventy below, it was dark all the time, his teeth shattered in the cold and the tent
blew away. ‘But we kept our tempers,’ Cherry wrote, ‘even with God.’

 After serving in the First World War Cherry was invalided home, and with the zealous encouragement of his neighbour Bernard Shaw he wrote a masterpiece. In The Worst Journey in the World Cherry transformed tragedy and grief into something fine. But as the years unravelled he faced a terrible struggle against depression, breakdown and despair, haunted by the possibility that he could have saved Scott and his companions.

 This is the first biography of Cherry. Sara Wheeler, who has travelled extensively in the Antarctic, has had unrestricted access to new material and the full co-operation of Cherry’s family.


About the Author

Sara Wheeler is the author of Terra Incognita, of which Geoffrey Moorhouse said, ‘I cannot believe anything better will ever be written about Antarctica.’


ALSO BY SARA WHEELER

An Island Apart

Travels in a Thin Country

Terra Incognita
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Ancestral Voices

IN THE RESTLESS years of middle age Cherry used to sit in the bow-window of his library, turning the pages of the journals he had kept in the Antarctic three decades before. Absorbed in those far-off years, he jotted notes in the margins, as if the expedition had not yet reached its conclusion. ‘All Scott’s orders had been altered,’ he wrote crossly. ‘Scott should have asked the doctors for their advice.’ Beyond the trimmed lawns outside, the familiar figure of Tilbury, the head gardener, stooped over the rhododendrons. The rooks returned to their nests in the elms, briefly darkening the sky. Cherry leafed through the flimsy notebooks, recalling the rippled glaciers that tumbled down Mount Erebus, their gleaming cliffs casting long blue shadows; the crunching patter of dogs on the march; the pale, shadowless light of the ice shelf and a smudgy sun wreathed in mist. ‘Those first days of sledging were wonderful!’ he had written. In the quiet of his library he heard again the hiss of the Primus after a long, hard day on the trail, and smelt the homely infusion of tobacco as the night sun sieved through the green cambric of the tent. He tasted the tea flavoured with burnt blubber, and felt the rush of relief as tiny points of light from the kippered hut glimmered faintly in the unforgiving darkness of an Antarctic winter. ‘Can we ever forget those days?’ he wrote.

Cherry tortured himself over his actions in February 1912, when he had driven a team of dogs 150 miles south to a food depôt to wait for Captain Scott and his four companions; they were expected to return from the Pole at any day. Winter was closing in and Cherry was navigating for the first time in his life, desperately handicapped by short sight, brutal temperatures and diminishing light. He reached the food depôt with his Russian dog-driver, and, following instructions, they stopped, pinned down in a tiny tent in hundreds of miles of opaque, swirling drift. They could not go on: they had no dog food to spare. Cherry remembered straining his eyes in the milky light of the Great Ice Barrier, looking for men who never came. One night he was so sure he could see figures approaching that he had reached for his boots and set out to meet them.

The truth was that he could have gone on. He could have pressed on through the blizzard, killing a dog at a time to feed to the others. He had been ordered to spare the dogs, but, as he had once written, ‘In this sort of life orders have to be elastic.’ If he had killed the dogs, and if he had journeyed just twelve-and-a-half miles further, there was a tiny chance that he might have stumbled on a small pyramid tent in which three men were dying. One was Captain Scott. The other two were Birdie Bowers and Bill Wilson, the closest friends Cherry had ever had. It was Bill who had got him onto the expedition; Bill who had stood in for his dead father; Bill who had taught him the things he came to think were most important. In death and in life. Bill was never far from Cherry’s mind. ‘If you knew him,’ he wrote of his mentor, ‘you could not like him: you simply had to love him.’ When, having missed Scott and the others, he got back to the hut that was their Antarctic base, Cherry dreamt that his friends walked in. Almost two decades later he noted in the margin of his polar journal, ‘My relief was so intense that I can remember waking up to the disappointment even now.’

Ten months after the journey to the food depôt Cherry and a search party found the tent, piled with snow and weighted to the ice by three mottled corpses. He went through Bill’s pockets, collecting the contents for his widow. The body was hard, like stone. After prayers, they left the three men side by side in their sleeping bags, removing the bamboo tent poles and collapsing the cambric over them. The sun was dipping low over the Pole, the Barrier almost in shadow, and the sky was a mass of iridescent cloud, dark against gold and emerald. Cherry said it was a grave which kings must envy.

From that day, he was obsessed by the thought that he might have saved them. ‘If we [he and the Russian dog-driver] had travelled on for a day and a half,’ he wrote, ‘we might have left some food and oil on one of the cairns, hoping that they would see it.’ It was a devastating realisation. ‘But we never dreamed that they were in great want. It will always to the end of my life be a great sorrow to me that we did not do this.’

When the remnants of the expedition reached New Zealand, Cherry was judged harshly by the press for his decision not to march on from the depôt. But his own psyche was the hardest judge. At the end of the ghastly day on which they uncovered the bodies, he turned again to his journal and wrote, ‘I am almost afraid to go to sleep now.’ He knew the dreams that were waiting.

Still a bachelor as he approached fifty, he had inherited the seats of both the Cherrys and the Garrards, and prudent investments yielded a generous income, even in the pinched 1930s. He had lived on the Lamer estate in Hertfordshire, the ancestral home of the Garrards, since he was a small child, and after the departure of his mother during the war he had had the handsome Georgian manor to himself. More importantly, for his inner life at least, he had been immensely gratified by the success of The Worst Journey in the World following its first publication in 1922. He was thirty-six when it came out, and he said later that it was a sequel to the friendship that had existed between him, Bill and Birdie. The book had taken many years to complete, and as he pored over the pages in the quiet library, his head lowered over his father’s desk, he heard again the long-silenced voices calling out across the ice, and glimpsed the familiar smiles he had loved so long ago. As he brooded, he looked back at his vanished self, and when he took up his pen once more his restless reflection seeped into his prose. Much of The Worst Journey is infused with a particular, plangent nostalgia.

A winter journey to Cape Crozier lay at the heart of his book, and as he grew older it took on an iconic role in his life. During their first winter on the ice, Cherry, Bill and Birdie had set out to collect the eggs of the Emperor penguin, incubated, alone in the natural world, during the Antarctic darkness. At the time, it was widely believed that if examined at an early stage of development, Emperor embryos would yield a rare Darwinian prize: they would reveal the link between birds and reptiles. The journey to fetch the eggs took five weeks: the temperature fell to minus 75 degrees Fahrenheit, the tent blew away and the men’s necks froze the moment they bent to pull their sledges. Then their teeth shattered in the cold. Yet, Cherry wrote, ‘We did not forget the Please and Thank you . . . And we kept our tempers, even with God.’ Only seven months later Bill and Birdie perished on the Great Ice Barrier with Scott, and when Cherry finally got the precious eggs home the staff at the Natural History Museum made him wait in a corridor, then turned up their noses. The eggs became the central symbol of Cherry’s parable. ‘If you march your Winter Journeys,’ he wrote at the end of his epic, ‘you will have your reward, so long as all you want is a penguin’s egg.’ He had thought his way beyond crampons and rations and snow-blindness, and entered the immortal zone.

For a time it appeared that the process of writing his Antarctic story had quietened his anxieties: a kind of cathartic redemption. There had been happy months and years when the house was filled with the talk of young people. Girlfriends had come and gone; new friendships had been forged. But as the years unravelled, the various editions of The Worst Journey lined up on the glazed bookshelves could not assuage Cherry’s guilt and self-recrimination. The truths he had captured in his work were more difficult to find off the page.

He was born, on 2 January 1886, at 15 Lansdowne Road, a detached, red-brick house on a tree-lined avenue in deeply respectable Bedford. There was nothing ornate about the houses in the street: they were designed for large, middle-class families with more aspirations than cash. His father, Colonel Apsley Cherry, was fifty-three, the second son of a prosperous family of lawyers and civil servants who had settled in Berkshire a generation before him; his mother, Evelyn Sharpin, was twenty-eight, the daughter of an eminent Bedford doctor.

Colonel Cherry had crinkly brown hair streaked with grey, white sideburns, a high forehead and a strong nose above a neatly waxed handlebar moustache, and he was an upright figure in both the physical and the moral sense. After school at Harrow, which he hated, he proceeded to Christ Church, Oxford, and then, like many younger brothers, went off to fight wars. He joined the 90th Light Infantry as a junior officer, and in 1857, on his way to China with a detachment of his regiment, he was shipwrecked close to Sumatra, not far off the Equator. The soldiers rowed to a small island, and although Apsley Cherry lost most of his gear, his bed floated ashore. The men ate pineapples and coconuts for a week, and then a passing ship brought rescue and news. ‘The sepoys have kicked up a row in India,’ Apsley wrote to his mother. It turned out to be more than a row: it was the Indian Mutiny. China was forgotten, Apsley Cherry packed up his dried-out bed and the detachment was re-routed to Calcutta on a relief ship. He went on to serve with gallantry in the Mutiny, fighting in the assault, relief and capture of Lucknow, and in the reconquest of Oude. He got a medal with two clasps for all that.

Apsley wrote frequently and affectionately to his family. From Alumbagh, near Lucknow, he asked his mother, ‘Send this please to Amy and Emily, just to shew them, what of course they must know already, that they are never forgotten by their brother Apsley.’ He was a natural soldier. ‘I don’t think,’ he wrote to his mother during the siege of Lucknow, when men were falling all around him, ‘you need be in much fear for my being hit at this work, for I don’t think I was born to be shot.’ A cosy domesticity clings to the letters, cheating the miles and the years. Describing an abscess on his hand, he wrote, ‘I can fancy you examining into the subject in the brown medicine book!’

After three years’ staff service in Bengal, he returned on leave to Denford, the family estate in Berkshire. In his heart he had never really left. What gripped him most keenly was the shooting. ‘Mind you give me an account of any good bags,’ he wrote to his brother George from Lucknow. George in turn made sure that Apsley was involved in such vital issues as the appointment of a new gamekeeper. It helped diffuse the tension of war. ‘It seems to be a great partridge year,’ wrote Apsley in the same letter, continuing without even a line break, ‘A battlefield is the most awful place you ever saw.’ He was a committed correspondent, once dashing off a letter ‘during an interval in the firing’. When George wrote asking if he or Mother could help out financially, Apsley replied breezily, ‘I thank you exceedingly for thinking of it but truly I have lots here . . . we live on our rations and loot the rest.’

Apsley stayed in India for twenty years. He was promoted to major in 1874, and three years later, still with the 90th Light, he went to southern Africa, where settlers were fighting over their territorial rights. Relations between the first colonists, the Dutch-speaking Boers, and the more recent British immigrants had been tense for decades. That year, 1877, Britain annexed the Boer Republic of the Transvaal as the first step in a campaign to create a South African federation, thereby bringing the whole southern region of the continent under British control. Terrible battles followed, and Apsley Cherry was present at the most gruesome. ‘All the morning,’ he wrote on 1 May 1878, ‘I have been burying men.’ He was mentioned in despatches and received a medal with clasp and the brevet (temporary promotion) of lieutenant-colonel, later to be made permanent. The responsibility lay heavily. ‘If you have to fight against great odds,’ he wrote, ‘do so as a subaltern, not as one in command, sleep and rest is better than a brevet.’

As the bodies piled up, he grew disenchanted. ‘What a fearful mistake the annexing of the Transvaal now appears,’ he wrote in January 1879. ‘What on earth we want of millions of square miles of such a country when we have millions of unoccupied land in hand which only, they say, wants scratching to produce anything, I can’t imagine. It seems to me that whatever you read about South Africa in books is a falsehood.’ The lies printed about the African campaigns in the British newspapers is a leitmotif of his correspondence. In a letter to his friend Alfred Welby from Balte Spruit in Zululand on 29 March 1879, Apsley Cherry explained that he couldn’t write to his mother: she would be terrified if she knew how shattering it was there. He wasn’t even able to write to his brother, as the women of the house would recognise his handwriting when they saw the envelope on the hall table.

His bitter feelings in Africa never dented his faith in the virtues of imperialism. He remained an exemplary soldier. The one-eyed Field Marshal Lord Wolseley, an outstanding soldier himself, called Apsley Cherry the bravest man he had ever seen. Yet Apsley was not afraid to be human. On Easter Sunday 1879 he confided to Welby from Balte Spruit, ‘Between you and me, don’t send this on to Denford, the incessant work and anxiety to do the best, etc, etc, is a little beyond what I am able for, as long as what I am responsible for goes straight I am fit enough, but when orders are misunderstood or not carried out and things don’t go straight, it is not in me to take it easy, and I get seedy.’ It could have been his son writing, when orders were misunderstood in the Antarctic.

Colonel Cherry left Africa at the end of 1879, after two grim years of service, and sailed back to India. The news from home was bad the next spring: his mother had died. She had gone on for thirty-two years longer than her husband. Some time after that Apsley Cherry returned to England, and in July 1883 he was put in charge of the garrison at Kempston Barracks on the outskirts of Bedford, about fifty miles north of London. It was tame work compared with the Zulus and the sepoys and the heat and disease of India and Africa, but perhaps he was grateful. He was fifty years old.

Bedford was a logical home for the old soldier. It was a strong Anglo-Indian centre: a man who went to Bedford Modern School in the 1880s remembered that seventeen of his classmates had been born in India. The retired soldiers, sailors, planters and officials who made up such a large part of the townsfolk were known as Squatters, presumably because they had taken up at Bedford after decamping from the colonies. They were not wealthy – the richer ones probably went to Cheltenham – but they liked to play the Society game. Army officers and the top layer of professionals, which meant mainly doctors and lawyers (no trade!), paraded up and down the High Street every morning from eleven o’clock to half-past twelve in a frenzy of hat-doffing. The regatta at the end of July signalled the end of the Season and a mass exodus to the seaside. It was said that you could fire a cannon down the High Street in August without hitting anyone.

It might have been at the morning walk, or at a meet of Major Carpenter’s Harriers, or perhaps at one of the quarterly concerts of the Bedford Musical Society, that Apsley Cherry met Evelyn Sharpin. Dr Henry Wilson Sharpin, her father, was a well-known local figure, ministering to gouty colonels and febrile infants, and he was held in high regard.1 Born in India, where his father had served in the 4th Light Dragoons in Bombay, he had been shipped off to attend Great Yarmouth Grammar School, and at sixteen he began studying medicine at Bedford Infirmary. He finished his training at St Bartholomew’s in London, where he was a prize-winning student, and after qualifying returned to Bedford Infirmary as House Surgeon. Later he set up in private practice on the ground floor of his home at No. 1, St Paul’s Square, a prime site along from the Corn Exchange. Sharpin’s wife Edith, baby Apsley’s maternal grandmother, was the daughter of John Nicolle of St Helier’s, Jersey. She bore Henry six children, the eldest of whom was Evelyn Edith.

Slim and not unattractive, Evelyn wore her brown hair tightly pinned at the back and curled to a gentle froth at the front. Her features were even and well proportioned except for a slightly large mouth; she liked dancing; and she was moderate in all her habits. Her education had been typically sketchy, and she rarely read anything more substantial than Punch. She had seldom ventured beyond the south Midlands: her expectations began and ended with marriage and a family. Above all, she was docile and obedient, and her bedroom was hung with an array of biblical scenes that reflected a keenly felt piety.

The rituals of courtship proceeded smoothly, and in 1884 the old soldier determined to ask for Evelyn’s hand. She was twenty-five years his junior, but as far as her parents were concerned, it was a good match. The colonel had a solid reputation, and while he was a second son without a fortune, he had a small private income and the prospects of a decent enough military pension. Besides, three younger girls were queuing up behind her.

They were married in St Paul’s Church, the largest in Bedford, on 29 January 1885. A row of non-commissioned officers from the regiment formed a guard of honour at the west door and processed in after the bride, who wore a confection of ivory satin, pearls, ostrich feathers and lace with a diamond pendant and bracelet. She was attended by eight bridesmaids wearing, according to a fulsome account in the local paper, ‘dresses of braided cream, trimmed with cream Astrakhan, toques of Astrakhan with cream aigrettes, and muffs of silk and lace to match, with sprays of Neapolitan violets in their muffs and at their throats, and gold brooches with the initials “AE” fastened to their toques’. Alfred Welby, the friend who had been such a faithful correspondent during the groom’s long years at the wars, was best man, and one of Evelyn’s uncles officiated. The Sharpin progeny had the impressive total of three vicar uncles; the house in St Paul’s Square was teeming with churchmen and doctors (by the time Evelyn married, one of her brothers had already qualified as a doctor and the other was at medical school). Perhaps the abundance of ecclesiastical and medical men that crowded his childhood contributed to Apsley junior’s subsequent mistrust of both organised religion and the medical profession.

After a lively wedding breakfast the new Mrs Cherry changed into a grey cashmere travelling dress and sealskin jacket, and the couple left in a shower of rice for a night in Oxford on their way to honeymoon in Devon.

Brown-eyed baby Apsley was born at home eleven months later. From the start he was surrounded by loving relations. Large faces smiled in the glow of the crocus-shaped jet of the nursery gaslight, and the most regular of the visitors, Evelyn’s doting younger sisters Minnie, Maud and Nellie, became familiar to the infant Apsley as soon as he could focus. When he was six weeks old he was taken down to Denford in Berkshire to be cooed over by his Cherry aunts. On a glacial February morning the family processed into the chapel built on the estate by the baby’s long-dead paternal grandfather, and Apsley George Benet was baptised in the same font as his father before him. His Christian names were all plucked from the paternal family tree, and his surname was Cherry: the Garrard was some years ahead.

Like little Lord Fauntleroy,2 as a toddler Apsley was dressed for public outings in a black velvet suit with buttoned knickerbockers and a large lace collar; either that or a starched sailor suit. But his reign as little emperor was short. On 21 March 1887 his sister Ida was born in the house on Lansdowne Road. She was only fourteen-and-a-half months younger than her brother, and the pair were soon dubbed ‘Lassie’ and ‘Laddie’. The nicknames stuck for years.

It was a quiet street. The loudest noises were the bell of the butcher’s boy’s tricycle and the muffled clatter of housemaids polishing brass door knockers. Laddie and Lassie were wheeled out by their nurses while their mother went visiting. But Evelyn was not a remote, matriarchal figure who ascended to the nursery occasionally in a cloud of perfume. She was an attentive and loving mother. She had a strong sense of what was right and proper, and naturally followed her military husband’s lead in matters of domestic discipline. Deeply conventional, like most women of her background, she rarely absorbed fresh ideas. Along with everyone she knew, she was a royalist and a Conservative. When there was a mix-up over a visiting political agent at a Cherry estate and it was erroneously implied that the family might support a Liberal candidate, the suggestion brought Evelyn out in a fit of the vapours.

On 12 June 1887 news was brought up from Denford that George Charles, Apsley senior’s elder brother, had died after a short illness. The Bedford Cherrys were shocked: George Charles had been an energetic man, and young for his sixty-five years. Evelyn swathed herself in black crêpe, and the whole family went into mourning. A bachelor without issue, George Charles had bequeathed everything bar a couple of small annuities to Apsley, his only brother. Overnight, the colonel and his expanding family acquired a small fortune, land, prestige and responsibility. One-year-old Apsley would never have to follow a profession or struggle to find a red-brick house of his own: he was to be a landed gentleman. Everything had changed.

The colonel decided to move his family to Berkshire. He no longer needed his army salary: he had a large estate, and rents from other land in Berkshire to keep him. The summer of 1887 was taken up with arrangements. On 1 September – his fifty-fifth birthday – Colonel Cherry retired from the regiment, a much-loved and much-admired old soldier with a distinguished campaign record. He was given the rank of honorary major-general.

As for Laddie: he had taken his first tottering steps in Bedford, but before he was two he was led to the carriage and entombed among the sheepskin rugs for the long journey to Denford.

The Cherrys traced their ancestry to the de Chéries of Picardy and Lombardy, lords of Beauval, Liguière and Villencourt. Thomas de Chérie and his son John had settled in Northamptonshire at the beginning of the fifteenth century, and were soon anglicised to Cherrys. By the end of the eighteenth century Cherry men were forging careers in India. George Frederick Cherry, great-grandfather of the subject of this book, joined the Bengal Civil Service in 1778 and was later appointed Resident at Benares on the Ganges, where he was subsequently murdered by the recently deposed Nabob of Oude. His widow took their small son George Henry back to England, and they settled in London. The boy was educated at Harrow and Oxford – he took a double first in Classics – and in 1819 he married Charlotte Drake Garrard of Lamer Park, Hertfordshire. The following year he became a member of parliament. The Cherrys made their home in Gloucester Place in London’s Marylebone, and there, in 1822 and 1823, George Charles Cherry and his sister Lucy were born.

At about that time George Henry – baby Apsley’s paternal grandfather – decided to put down roots in good English soil. From the back row of an auction at Garaway’s Coffee House in London’s Cornhill he purchased Denford, an 800-acre estate in the south-west corner of Berkshire, on a trouty part of the River Kennet. It was about two miles from Hungerford and sixty-three from London, roughly half-way between the capital and fashionable Bath. The Berkshire Downs unfurled to the north like a great green wave, and southwards, plainly visible from the bedrooms of the big house, were the north Hampshire Downs. Besides a sand-coloured late-Georgian manor house, the estate included stables, a park bristling with oak and beech, a watermill, two farms, a dozen cottages, plantations and meadows.

George Henry became a justice of the peace, and in 1829 served as High Sheriff of Berkshire. Mechanisation and industrialisation were creeping over the south-west of the county, but the stirrings of progress did not impinge significantly on daily life at Denford. A dozen servants lived in, and many others rented cottages on the estate. More daughters arrived at the big house and were baptised (one buried, too) in the Norman church at Avington, a hamlet on the River Kennet, and finally Charlotte had a second son, whom she called Apsley. He was the Antarctic explorer’s father. Besides extending the house, George Henry had commissioned a chapel 150 yards from his front door – it was a minor Gothic extravaganza among the beech trees – and Apsley was the first baby to be baptised in its font.

George Henry died on 6 January 1848. His elder son George Charles, a young barrister, was soon ready to take on his father’s mantle. Eight hundred acres did not put him among the top thirty landowners in the county, but his was a respectable holding, and in addition to Denford he owned a large chunk of land his father had bought at the other end of Berkshire. George Charles became a county magistrate and held a range of important judicial positions. Like his father before him, he was High Sheriff for a year. He laid foundation stones, served on a vast number of committees, presented prizes, commanded the 3rd Berks Rifle Corps and contributed handsomely to the Church of England. Strong-featured and infinitely wholesome, he was described in a contemporary memoir as ‘one of those men who form the backbone of English provincial life’. He never married. Various sisters had found husbands, and their offspring kept the house young. Emily, the fifth of the Cherry siblings, had wed a barrister called John Smith in 1853, and they frequently sent their children to Denford during school holidays. Reginald Smith, their brilliant second son, was baptised in the estate chapel. He was to play a crucial role in the life of his polar cousin.

The agricultural depression that dragged on from the 1870s to the 1890s bit deeply in south-west Berkshire, and the landscape grew greener as grass replaced tillage. Newbury and Hungerford swelled with desperate workers, farms were left untenanted and so many thousands of acres were switched to dairy pasture that the Great Western Railway was known as the Milky Way. But the Cherrys had plenty of capital. The limitless self-confidence, the moral seriousness, the social vigour: both George Henry and George Charles basked all their lives in the glow of paternalistic Toryism.

When General Cherry moved his family to Berkshire more than seventy people lived on the Denford estate, either working for the Cherrys or subsisting as labourers or small tenant farmers. While the estate was not exactly prospering, the Cherrys were comfortable, and the General had inherited much goodwill in the county. As for Laddie, he toddled fearlessly around the new house pursued by his nurse, pausing to help the cook shell peas or play with his wooden soldiers in the spacious drawing room while Father rustled his newspaper. Occasionally the General received top-hatted visitors from Newbury or London and Laddie was permitted to remain downstairs while Lassie was corralled in the day nursery. The women of the house were almost permanently taken up with babies, and father and son formed a unit of manly isolation. They were often together. The General was a keen trainspotter, and if a new engine was running in the valley or a branch line had been opened, he would take Laddie off in the carriage to have a look. The two Apsleys made a fine sight, one a rotund old soldier pushing sixty with a curling moustache and a thick suit that smelt of cigar smoke, the other a small boy with long hair and a sailor suit.

The General told stories of his Indian and African adventures which thrilled the small boy, especially if they involved one of the exotic souvenirs brought back from those far-off lands. In the upstairs hall at Denford there was a pair of Zulu shields, and Laddie liked to sweep the day nursery with the yak-tail brush stowed in the military chest with the striped cover.

The Denford Cherrys kept in touch with more distant branches of the family, and if news came in that a relation had died, or married, or produced offspring, the fact was recorded in the pages of the family bible. Well-known stories of especially colourful ancestors were aired. And yet, or perhaps because of all this, the grown-up Laddie took no interest in his dead relations, and little more in those who were still alive. He was proud of his distinguished ancestry, but not a man of genealogical piety. His was a theoretical appreciation. In the course of his long life he broke with many traditions, sold the seat and wilfully elected to let the name die.

The arrival of more girls – Elsie in September 1889, and Mildred in May 1891 – meant that Evelyn was permanently preoccupied. When the General was absent, Laddie spent much of his time with the servants. He had his baths by firelight in tepid water ferried in cans by the young nurserymaid, and went to sleep to the small sound of coal falling in the night nursery grate or the orchestrated plumbing in the bathroom. As he grew more independent, the estate gamekeepers and woodmen became his companions. His earliest memories were of the shallows of the spring in Goose Acre Coppice and the cushiony moss of Flaggy Mead. His life followed the rhythm of the seasons, from the millpond freeze to the eruption of the daffodils in the park. He was given rides in the gardener’s handcart, and later he was sometimes allowed to play with the estate workers’ children, many of whom were baptised in the Denford chapel like the young master.

Evelyn and the General socialised at the local big houses, occasionally even venturing over the border to Hampshire to Lord Carnarvon at Highclere Castle. In the summer of 1891, the year Mildred was born and Laddie turned five, their parents went away to Weymouth. Laddie inscribed the alphabet to send to his mother, with only two reversed letters, and on a separate sheet he wrote: ‘LADDIES BEST LOVE BABYS LOVE’. The following year, in November, Evelyn was away again, and once more Laddie showed himself to be a committed correspondent. ‘DEAR MAMAR,’ he wrote, between lines which his nurse had drawn on the page, ‘WE HAVE HAD A VERY WET NIGHT BUT NOW THE SUN AS COME OUT AND WE HAD A NICE WALH WALK WITH LOVE AND KISSES FROM LADDIE.’

The estate was his empire. He was not a natural explorer, and did not dream of discovering great lakes or charting polar wastes, even as an older boy. Instead, he was happy keeping tadpoles and minnows, and picking catkined hazels and primroses. He was shy, and rather an introvert. Laddie did not whack other children unless most severely provoked, nor did he bully his expanding troupe of sisters – at least, no more than any little boy might. Nature was his refuge, and a love of the world he observed in the fields and skies around him stayed with him for the rest of his life.

When the vicar of Hungerford could manage it, the whole family and all the servants, indoor and outdoor, went to a service at Holy Trinity, that sublime piece of Victorian Gothic built by Laddie’s grandfather among the beech trees. Constructed from local bricks faced with Bath stone, it seated sixty and featured a bell tower of the elaborately pinnacled variety. Laddie was keen on the pigeons that roosted there, and sometimes, on weekdays, he played on the red tiles with Lassie and his nurse. His paternal grandparents were entombed in the west end, as well as an aunt, and his uncle George Charles. Their chiselled names were not yet worn smooth.

It was a happy time for them all. E. M. Forster, born seven years before Laddie, described his own youth in a phrase that sums up the background against which the General brought up his young family: ‘I belong to the fag-end of Victorian liberalism,’3 wrote Forster, ‘and can look back to an age whose challenges were moderate in their tone, and the cloud on whose horizon was no bigger than a man’s hand.’

In the summer of 1892 a message arrived from Hertfordshire announcing the death of Honora Drake Garrard, the General’s aunt. She was the 78-year-old widow of his mother’s brother Charles Benet Drake Garrard, and the General had been her sole heir since his own brother had died. The Cherrys were thrown not so much into mourning (they barely knew Aunt Honora) as confusion: they now owned another fortune and another estate, fifteen times bigger than Denford.

Lamer was only about sixty miles from Denford, but their surroundings were quite different. Thirty-odd miles north of London, Hertfordshire was altogether more benign than Berkshire: it was a gently undulating, loamy expanse of forest and meadow bisected by the River Lea and several great Roman roads. The rise of the railways had brought agricultural prosperity to the region, as the capital was always hungry.

The Cherrys’ new acquisition was on the edge of Wheathampstead, a village in the Lea Valley in the heart of the county and only forty-five minutes by train from London. The estate covered about twenty square miles and included numerous farms and cottages, half a dozen Elizabethan manor houses and a park and mansion. Garrards had been there for almost 300 years. They came from Kent, and had migrated to London to make their fortune at the end of the fifteenth century. The founder of the modern family and its considerable wealth was Sir William Garrard of Dorney in Buckinghamshire. He was the son of a grocer, and made his money as a haberdasher. By 1555 he had reached the lofty position of Lord Mayor of London. Two other Garrards went on to occupy the position, and a baronetcy was created by James I. When the Tory MP Sir Benet Garrard died without issue in 1767 the baronetcy expired with him, and Lamer was inherited by his distant cousin Charles Drake of Shardeloes, Buckinghamshire. Drake took the name Garrard in addition to his own. His daughter Charlotte married George Henry Cherry, who bought Denford. When Charles’s son died without issue, he left his estate to his wife Honora.

The General had not just inherited Lamer Park and its estate. There were Garrard lands in other counties, and the family owned a large house in Watling Street in the City of London which was leased to a firm of cotton traders. The Cherrys had certainly gone up a rung: Charles Benet Drake Garrard’s estate was valued at £130,750 gross (well over £6 million in today’s terms). There was only one condition attached to their good fortune: under the terms of his uncle’s will the General had to assume the name and arms of Garrard. The Drake was abandoned, and, by Royal Licence dated 30 September 1892, the name Cherry-Garrard came into existence.



1 When Dr Sharpin died in his eightieth year, the local paper ran a long obituary, noting that, ‘In nearly all serious cases in the town in the practice of other medical men, Dr Sharpin was called in when further advice was needed, and many people in his neighbourhood owe their lives to the advice tendered by Dr Sharpin in critical illnesses.’

2 The book was published the year Apsley was born.

3 The Cherrys were solid Tories, but the sentiment applies.


2

Lamer

SHORTLY AFTER FOUR o’clock one afternoon in the autumn of 1892, the General, Evelyn and their four small children climbed into a waiting carriage and ascended smartly from Wheathampstead station, trundling past the dog rose and bryony in the hedges, the restharrow on the banks and the furzy brakes on the heath. The horses clopped up the drive to the blocky stone portico of the Lamer mansion. The stuccoed brick of the eighteenth-century house was veined with creepers and gilded in the sunlight, a model of restrained neo-classical elegance. Between the pairs of columns at the entrance, a row of starched servants stood to welcome their new master.

Juggling four small children and two large estates, the General and Evelyn had reluctantly opted to lease Denford and move up to Hertfordshire. Lamer Park needed more looking after, and it was nearer Evelyn’s family. But the move was a wrench. As for changing their name: it was an offence to the strong proprietorial sense of a five- and six-year-old, and Laddie and Lassie bitterly resented being Cherry-Garrards.

A Lamer manor had existed since at least the fourteenth century and probably much earlier, and the odd medieval arch had survived. The origins of the name (pronounced to rhyme with ‘hammer’) were obscure: it may have come from a De La Mare family who held land in the area in the late Middle Ages. The mansion was one of a band of great houses that circled the capital like a ring road: when the first Sir John Garrard decided to live there early in the seventeeth century a gentleman could get to London easily enough – in a day, if he had a good horse. Sir John and his sons and grandsons rebuilt, extended and adorned, but the house the General inherited was an eighteenth-century creation of chaste simplicity, constructed mostly by Sir Benet in the golden age of the country seat. It stood on high ground, and the Garrards and their landscape gardeners – notably the fashionable Humphry Repton in the 1790s – had created a well-stocked park that rolled away from the front windows of the house, the ground sloping upwards slightly in front of the pillared façade. Framing the mansion at the back, stands of mature cedars were threaded with oak. An avenue of lime trees led off in the direction of Ayot St Lawrence, and in front of the library window a manicured path known as the Chain Walk was festooned with immaculate flower beds. The memoir of a mid-nineteenth-century Ayot neighbour noted that, ‘the balcony opening out of the saloon on the first floor spoke of syllabubs and shady hats and haymaking’.

Even to children used to Denford, the house was as big as a castle. Immediately inside the front door, the hall gave onto the drawing room on the left and the dining room on the right; they in turn led to the bow-fronted library and the kitchen wing. At the rear of the hall, beyond the staircase, two flanks extended out to the laundry and the old chapel, which now housed the dairy, and from there to the larder, game larder, butchery, brew-house and lamp-room. A warren of rooms at the back and in the attics were occupied by the servants: the housekeeper, a laundress who starched, goffered and ironed, the lady’s maid, the cook and kitchen staff, housemaids, footmen, bootboys, hall boys and a newly engaged nurse and nursery maid. Welbourne, the butler, was quartered next to the pantry in a small room where the silver was stored. He slept with a pistol under his pillow. In the upstairs nursery wing the governess, Mrs Bright, presided over the schoolroom, where three cases of stuffed animal heads fought for attention among a profusion of solid mahogany furniture that exemplified the spirit of the age. The outside servants were led by head gardener Claude Tilbury, whose empire extended to hothouses that produced peaches and muscatel grapes. The lawns were kept short with a horse-drawn mower, the horse wearing special leather boots so his hooves would not spoil the surface.

To a small boy with a lively imagination and a taste for snails and solitude, the estate was paradise. Laddie tried to catch fish in the old pond in the walled garden. He and Lassie persuaded their mother and Tilbury to hang a swing from the drooping branch of an oak, stole raspberries from the kitchen garden and picked mint and kingcups on the banks of the streams. They followed the gardeners to the potting shed and built forts from winnowing fans, cane-bottom sieves and wooden rat-traps. A few months after moving to Lamer, the seven-year-old Laddie wrote to his mother, who was visiting her family in Bedford.

Dearest Mother,

The hounds came here this morning, and found [a fox] in Lamer Wood, and Lassie came with me and we followed them through Lamer Wood, over those fields to the outskirts of Hall’s Wood by the Baxendales and I think they went the Kimpton way. We met Tilbury, Weakly with his gun and Clark on the mare I think it was by Hall’s Wood – Lassie & I came home by Gustard Wood Common and got home in good time for Dinner.

Mrs Bright and I am going down to Wheathampstead today. Mrs Bright wants to get some PO [postal orders] at the Post Office. The others are not going out today again but are going to have their heads washed.

As an afterthought, and perhaps with encouragement, at the top of the first sheet he wrote, ‘Mrs Bright is a very good girl.’

When the pond by the stables froze, Laddie and Lassie learned to skate by pushing chairs on the ice, and when the skating was over Tilbury and his henchmen cut blocks from the pond to store in the ice house. Later in the winter nurse made blackberry syrup for their coughs, and if the children didn’t get better Dr Smallwood came and listened to their chests with his horn. In the summer they played croquet on the lawn, but Laddie was too short-sighted to win. He couldn’t see as well as any of the girls, but the General thought he might grow out of it, not liking the idea of an imperfect son.

Honora and Charles Drake Garrard had presided over Victorian Wheathampstead like minor monarchs. Honora, who looked like the aged Queen Victoria, had been known as ‘Lady’ to the tenants and villagers. Towards the end she had been pushed about in a wicker wheelchair by a footman, and little girls were obliged to curtsey if they saw her. Most of the estate cottages still had a framed picture of her on the wall. The Cherry-Garrards quickly assumed their predecessors’ dignified mantle. The General had no trouble adapting to his seigneurial role. Each day fresh table linen was required in the Lamer dining room, and to make sure that no mistake was made, after dinner he would dip his fingers into a fingerbowl and draw them across the cloth. By this time he was a stocky, imposing figure: the handlebar moustache had whitened and the crinkly hair slightly receded, emphasising his strong forehead. In Hertfordshire he served as a magistrate, just as he had in Berkshire. As a justice of the peace, he sat on the Bench, though when the local police constable hustled a poacher to the house he was required to administer a more ad hoc kind of justice: a possible confrontation with the General was a potent deterrent to a man with poaching on his mind. But he was a well-loved social figurehead. ‘We knew him best,’ the local vicar said many years later, ‘as the kind country gentleman, always ready to help forward and support good works in our parish and elsewhere.’

Evelyn inherited the unofficial title of Lady and its responsibilities: quite a shift for a doctor’s daughter. When she went shopping in St Albans, five miles away, shopkeepers ran out with trays of buttons and ribbons as her carriage approached so she need never descend. She visited the poorest cottagers, as she had done at Denford, often accompanied by a daughter or two, and if a tenant’s child was ill Evelyn would appear at the door with a milk pudding.

It was always said that the architect Robert Adam had been employed at Lamer, at least in the design of the dining room and library; Laddie certainly grew up to believe it. (Sir Benet may have used him when he remodelled the house in the 1760s.) The reception rooms had marble fireplaces, carved chimney-pieces and superbly detailed cornices. They were extravagantly furnished with typical late-Victorian intensity: the drawing room heaved with rosewood and tortoiseshell cabinets, inlaid satinwood tabletops, lacquer writing desks and forests of Dresden and Derby china. A pair of great flute-legged console tables under dim Vauxhall looking-glasses were spread with ivory penknives, silver trowels and china baskets encrusted with flowers. Ancestral portraits were hung all over the house, though they congregated especially in the entrance hall, where dark, full-length Garrards were now obliged to jostle for wall space with Cherrys transported from Denford. Evelyn and the General grew accustomed to taking breakfast under seventeenth-century mayors in extravagant ruffs.

Behind the house, the General kept his eight horses in the eighteenth-century, cupolaed stable block. Nothing was too good for the Lamer horses. Henry Hobbs, the Denford coachman, had moved up to Hertfordshire to look after them, and he lived in a specially converted part of the stables with his young family. When out with the Master, Hobbs and the grooms wore a livery of cockaded top hat, beige breeches and prune coat complete with silver buttons embossed with the Cherry lion and Garrard leopard. Hobbs taught all the children to ride. The girls had to go side-saddle, and the General made them practise until they could sit ramrod straight, but when he was away they piled into the governess’s cart to be towed by the Lamer donkey.

Sometimes Laddie went into the village with Hobbs to get a horse shod. They took the brougham (the carriage was reserved for more formal occasions) down Lamer Lane and over the Mill Bridge where the Lea formed a pool by the Bull Inn and yellow wagtails darted in and out of the reeds. Laddie loved the forge with its hoofy smell, the sizzle of the hot shoes in water and the flying sparks of struck metal.

On Sundays the horses were not taken out unless it was raining, and the family walked down to St Helen’s in the village for Morning Service. Before leaving the house the children lined up in the hall to be inspected by the General. He was a martinet, and he brought his army training into his home; but he was a very lovable martinet, and his military severity was mitigated by his wife’s indulgence.

St Helen’s was an old flint-and-limestone church, slender-spired and daffodilled in spring. The General led his family to the Lamer chapel in the north transept, a place where the dead outnumbered the living. During Canon Davys’ interminable sermons Laddie contemplated the lidded urns and swagged sarcophagi detailing the achievements and multitudinous progeny of his ancestors. He sat alongside a recumbent Sir John, the first baronet, his marble-cool wife Lady Elizabeth and, in the panel below, effigies of their fourteen children. The dead ones carried skulls into which, when his father’s head was turned, Laddie poked his finger to see what lay behind.

The new lords of Lamer held skating parties in winter, and, in the summer, crayfishing parties on the banks of the Lea near Castle Farm. The General was a sociable fellow but a stickler for punctuality, and when the parties were over, he went round saying goodbye with his watch in his hand. Laddie and the girls socialised at the other big houses, the best party being the Children’s Ball given by the Salisburys at Hatfield House, where there was a real band and a proper supper and wax candles – one year there was even a conjuror who baked a cake in a top hat and brought it out steaming. The Salisburys were top of the Hertfordshire gentry tree – when the Cherry-Garrards moved to Lamer, Gladstone had just narrowly ousted Lord Salisbury as prime minister. (The Tory titan was not yet finished with Downing Street, but he was to be the last prime minister to govern from the Lords.)1

For those who marry late, ingrained domestic habits are harder to break. But familial intimacy is often sweeter, too. After decades of military life it was agreeable to hear a childish tune tinkle from the nursery, and to find a mewling baby on one’s wife’s knee in the drawing room. Besides, it was easy to slip down to the Naval and Military Club in London, or to receive Bedford pals at home. They came with their grooms, and a pile of freshly laundered horse blankets was stored in the harness room for visiting servants required to stay overnight.

In their old age, the Cherry-Garrard offspring recalled a blissful childhood and a happy parental marriage. The wear-and-tear of proximity never spoiled the magic for the General and his wife. It was known among the servants that they shared a bed – an unusual practice among the gentry – and it made them seem more human. After they arrived, Lamer quickly acquired a reputation as a good place to work, though the young parlour-maids complained that the General did not allow them to go out at night, and slacking and impropriety swiftly met with their reward. On one occasion, a footman failed to answer a late-night ring on the General’s bell. A search was made, and the hapless man was discovered in a housemaid’s bed. The footman was summoned to the General’s presence, dismissed on the spot and ordered onto the first train out of Wheathampstead in the morning. The housemaid’s mother was summoned the next day and she tearfully took her daughter home.

The General had always been a keen shooter and he continued to raise partridges and pheasants, as he had at Denford. He took his son out with him, and Laddie walked in the line, watching the beaters march ahead and marking the number of birds bagged in his father’s morocco shooting notebook. Latin was another shared experience. Late in the afternoon, when the room was patchily lit by gas jets, the General gave Laddie lessons in the bow-fronted library. It didn’t occur to the old man that the girls might have wanted to learn Latin, too.

Eighteen ninety-four was a rainy summer, and in August Laddie’s Bedford grandmother died. His mother was often absent over those long, damp weeks. But there was to be a ruder shock before the trees in the park lost their leaves. Laddie was going away to school.

That September the eight-year-old Laddie started at the Grange prep school in Folkestone, Kent. He had a new trunk, and a wooden playbox with his name painted on the lid, and the cook made him up a large tin of mixed biscuits.

The Grange had been founded by the Reverend Arthur Hussey in the early years of the 1870s. The General had been so miserable at Harrow that he was attracted by the school’s newness: it was not mired in the brutality of the old prep schools. In addition, Folkestone’s position on the south coast gratified the Victorian obsession with the benefits of fresh air. At the time Laddie was despatched Folkestone was a deeply fashionable town: rich families decamped there for the summer, installing their servants in the big houses on the new wide avenues and indulging in the new craze for sitting on the beach in canvas chairs. The Grange was known around Lamer, and other Hertfordshire boys were sent away with Laddie. They were a nervous lot when they were decanted from the train at Radnor Park station, their spam-coloured legs sticking out from grey flannel shorts and their striped caps jammed over their eyes.

For Laddie the anxieties of the playground were exacerbated by his short sight, and his discomfiture at not being able to see fuelled his innate shyness and nervous disposition. But the Grange wasn’t too bad: Hussey, still the headmaster, was popular with the boys. They called him Old Buzz. After classes they collected worms from the dark laurel boscage at the end of the playing field, and when it was warm high-collared masters marched them purposefully down to the harbour to bathe in the bitter English Channel. In July 1896 Laddie wrote home:

Dear Mother,

Could you send me a new toothbrush as the one I have now has a lot of the brisels coming out. I have just been sitting out in the pavilion.

It is only two weeks from the holidays.

I am looking forward to the time when we wake up in the morning and find that we are going home.

I am your very loving son

Apsley.

No doubt his mother found time to send the toothbrush.

For most of Laddie’s childhood Evelyn was either pregnant, or nursing, or both. Margaret, to be known as Peggy, made her appearance on 21 September 1896, when her brother was ten. He was now outnumbered four to one, and left alone in the school holidays to nurse his finches by the kitchen range, build crow’s-nests in the trees and ride his pony. In the summer he corralled as many of the male staff as he could for games of cricket. Tom Hobbs, the coachman’s son, was a mainstay of the team, and his niece recounts an episode that entered the lore of her own family:


The young master did not much like being bowled or caught out, and once in a fit of temper threw a ball which hit the coachman’s daughter on the head. For his bad-tempered action he was rebuked by Mrs Hobbs who had witnessed the outburst, the more so because he denied the act and tried to frame the footman. ‘Fie, Fie, Master Apsley!’ Mother said. ‘That is not the way for a gentleman to behave.’



That year, after term ended in December Laddie went on holiday to Devonshire with his father while his mother was with her family in Bedford. They took the train, and stayed at the Torbay Hotel on the seafront at Torquay. ‘Dear Mother,’ Laddie wrote two days after their arrival,


Father and I went to church this morning and after church we went to try and get ourselves warm but it came on to rain so we had to retreat to the hotel. You can’t imagine how nice it is here especially when it does not rain and how I am enjoying myself. There was a collier in yesterday at least it has been in for a good time I should think as it was here when we came unloading the coal, it went out this morning early, we have got a very nice room facing the sea and not too big and not too small just ripping. Father and I went for a walk yesterday afternoon down by a place called Daddy’s Hole, it was very nice and so pretty. I am going to try if we get some decent weather to get some shells for my collection. I hope the baby is all right and kicking I shall expect to have some very pretty music from her when I come back to Lamer. It was an awfully nice journey down here, and having our dinner in the train . . . mind you tell the baby when I come to Lamer to celebrate my arrival with a tune. With much love to all I am your very loving son Apsley.



In June 1897 Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee was celebrated from Zanzibar to Simla. The British Empire covered a quarter of the earth’s land surface, Lord Salisbury was back at the helm of the nation, and there were still plenty of reasons for landowners to celebrate. The forebodings of Kipling, the adult Laddie’s favourite author (‘Lo, all our pomp of yesterday/Is one with Nineveh, and Tyre!’), were hardly representative of the national mood. In Wheathampstead the Jubilee was marked by a feast in Parson’s Field next to the rectory lawn. The servants were given the day off. Dressed in their best clothes, they gathered for freckled cylinders of tongue, beer and rolled jam puddings. In the regrettable absence of the monarch herself, Evelyn glided between the tables doling out gifts while the village band played and the children raced donkeys. But Laddie was imprisoned at Folkestone. At the end of May he had written to his parents:

Lots of boys are going up to the Jubilee, they are going up one day before and coming back one day after. I do not no what Mr Hussey is going to do about it but I think very likely we shall have 2 or 3 days holidays. My wrist is nearly all right we are having very changeable weather here. But it is not cold. I hope you are quite all right. The map we had on past Sunday was Spain and Portugal we have got to finish it today.

I am your very loving son

Apsley.

In the end they had boiled mutton and tapioca pudding and walked to the end of the road to watch the Jubilee bonfires.

In the summer of 1899, Laddie left the Grange for the last time. There was nothing to regret as he leant out of the train window and watched the columns of steam dissolve above Radnor Park station. He rather suspected that there might be worse to come at his next school, and he was right; but now he had the summer to enjoy at Lamer where, as ever, little had changed. The River Lea was still teeming with trout and crayfish, and his cricket pads were still in the back hall. He knew very little about the enormous world beyond the trouty river and the mighty chestnuts. It was to be a savage dawning.

That September Apsley submitted to his first weeks at Winchester College, a procedure likened by one old boy to the initiation rites of the Australian Aboriginal. Founded in 1382, Winchester was one of the top three public schools in Britain. The year Apsley was admitted, it came first in the league table of Higher Certificate passes, beating Rugby and Eton into joint second place. It was famed for producing an intellectual élite, and at Oxford and Cambridge, Wykehamists2 were noted for their ambition, single-mindedness and self-reliance. The General chose the school in the touching belief that it was not like Harrow, which he had hated so intensely.

The trunk and wooden playbox were handed over to the station-master and despatched to school in the guard’s van. Shortly afterwards a white-faced Apsley was enrolled as a commoner at Culver House, nicknamed ‘Kenny’s’ after the housemaster, Theodore Kensington. During the first two weeks of that term – ‘Short Half’, in Winchester parlance – new pupils were indoctrinated into school culture under the tutelage of an older boy called a ‘Father’, and, after this fortnight was up, fagging began.

Kenny’s was a red-brick, flat-fronted Victorian building in a quiet street to the west of the ancient part of the school. Inside, forty boys (eight were admitted each year) slept in a bare-floored, practically unheated dormitory. Every morning at 6.15 they were obliged to jump into a metal tub full of cold water, one after the other. There was so little privacy that the lavatories did not have doors. The boys dressed like miniature men, in stiff collars, ties and buttoned-up jackets, and at seven in the morning, after a spartan breakfast, they sat down to Morning Lines and Henry’s Latin Primer in its mulberry cloth binding, each boy working in a cubicle in the ground-floor hall. They were all hungry all the time, and constipation was compulsory, as John Betjeman wrote later of his own public school.

The rigid respect for tradition at Winchester extended to a private tribal language which each boy had to learn. The canings doled out by prefects were called tundings, the cubicles were toys and boys were not allowed to use the word ‘think’ until they had been at the school for two years. Arnold Toynbee, later a famed historian and sage, was a prize-winning scholar close behind Apsley. (As a scholarship boy he lived in the fourteenth-century College buildings, not in one of the boarding houses.) ‘For five years at Winchester,’ Toynbee was to recall, ‘I . . . tasted what life had been like for Primitive Man. One found oneself suddenly plunged into a world of arbitrary prohibitions and commandments (chiefly prohibitions).’ A boy was not allowed to wear brown boots until his third year, Christian names were outlawed, and you had to refer to your parents as ‘Mater’ and ‘Pater’. It was a gigantic exercise in control, which perhaps worked for confident boys. But it didn’t do much for those of a more subtle plumage, especially if they had short sight.

The curriculum was embedded in the classical tradition, though it had been reformed, to a limited degree, in the decade before Apsley arrived. Mathematics, science and modern languages had been introduced, though the extent to which these subjects were taken seriously varied: French and German were taught by the maths masters. The thirteen-year-old Apsley embarked on a staple course of Latin, maths, English, history, divinity and some science. ‘Except in the Army Class,’ wrote Toynbee, ‘education in Winchester was nine-tenths classical. The reverse side of the excellence of the teaching of Latin and Greek was that other subjects were starved.’ In the mental world of Winchester, Toynbee went on, ‘we were hardly aware that science and technology were on the march; that they had joined hands with each other; and that mathematics had stooped to lend efficacious services to them both’. Apsley’s attitude to science on his Antarctic expedition six years after he left school reveals the absence of any real education outside the humanities. He displayed the frenzied enthusiasm of the convert, almost giving his life for a little knowledge of the life cycle of the Emperor penguin.

Games were more than important; they were a cult. The most prestigious sports were cricket and a peculiar form of either six- or fifteen-a-side football. While Apsley was at Winchester one Richard Stafford Cripps starred in the Houses VI football team. He was to come within inches of 10 Downing Street.3 The boys also went swimming under the lime trees at Gunner’s Hole, a hundred-yard-long stretch of the River Itchen dredged of mud, took two long runs each week, and endured regular sessions in the gym. A boy called George Mallory was a star in this last department. He was a year behind Apsley and, as a mathematical scholar, a member of the Parnassian élite of Collegemen. But not all Apsley’s peers came off the top shelf. The future Socialist MP and lawyer D. N. Pritt was the son of a Harlesden metal merchant. (‘Under the system then still prevailing,’ Pritt remembered, ‘some 95 per cent of my work consisted of translating Latin and Greek into English, and English into those languages, in prose and in verse.’)

The Boer War broke out during Apsley’s first term at Winchester. Down at the bottom of Africa the Dutch settlers of the two Boer republics and their British neighbours in Cape Colony and Natal were still locked in bitter dispute, twenty years after the General buried his men on the plains of the Transvaal. In the second week of October 1899 the pent-up bitterness and violence exploded into full-scale war. The Boers were challenging British hegemony, and millions of imperial hearts quickened. The mood among the British was confident: few had any doubts about their right to dominate southern Africa or indeed anywhere else. Cecil Rhodes, colonial statesman, financier and until recently Prime Minister of Cape Colony, still expressed the hope that the British might win the United States back for the Empire.

The school was gripped with a febrile elation that put a stop to the rather wearisome talk of the new century. Patriotic fervour swept through the cloisters, masters pored over the morning newspapers and the school magazine – the Wykehamist – carried a proud list of alumni on their way to the front. Apsley had been weaned on stories exalting the defence of the Empire, and his experience at Winchester endorsed his father’s attitudes. The ethos of the public schools at the end of the nineteenth century was imbued with the ideals of imperial glory, a ruling class and chivalry. The boys were indoctrinated with noble notions of honour, patriotism and leadership, so when a war came along they were gasping for it: war was the authenticating forge of nationhood. For the whole of that academic year, the ‘School News’ section in the Wykehamist teemed with war data – including a report of an Old Wykehamist dinner held in Pretoria during a pause in the fighting – and captains on leave hurried back to their alma mater to address boys longing to march off to wars of their own. The honour of the school and the glory of war were tightly entwined, and tangled in with it was an idealisation of death stoked by the Greek tragedians. Even as the Mentioned-in-Despatches lists melted into obituaries and some boys vanished from school to reappear wearing black armbands, there was still a sense that the pupils filing into the chapel lamented their ill luck at being born too late.

As for the reality of the war – the concentration camps where Boers were starved, the living skeletons of ‘natives’ crawling across the veldt by the
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