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      When I was a Boy

      
      
      
      
      
         When I was a boy:

         My bunk bed was a pirate ship

         
         That sailed the seven seas,

         
         My sheets they were the silvery sails

         
         That fluttered in the breeze.

         


      
         
         I’d dream of clashing cutlasses

         
         And the crack, crack, crack of the gun

         
         And the boom, boom, boom of the cannons

         
         And the heat of the tropical sun.

         


      
         
         I’d dream of far-off oceans

         
         And treasure by the ton,

         
         And mountainous waves

         
         And watery graves

         
         And islands in the sun.
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      Foreword

      
      
      
         Footfalls echo in the memory

         Down the passage which we did not take

         Towards the door we never opened

         Into the rose-garden. My words echo

         Thus, in your mind.

         – T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets



      
      T. H. (‘Taffy’) Williams, headmaster of South Grove Secondary Modern School, stood on the stage in the school hall. He was
         a striking-looking figure: tall, lean, straight-backed, with short silver-white hair neatly parted, dark Celtic complexion
         and those pale blue all-seeing eyes. It was the leavers’ assembly.


      
      ‘Today, you will be leaving,’ he said in that deep, resonant Welsh valley voice of his. ‘Today, you will walk down the top
         corridor of the school for the last time, past the row of classroom doors through which you have entered many, many times
         over the last four or five years, and you will go out into the wide world beyond. Some of you will start work and leave behind
         the complexities of English grammar and the frustrations of algebra and trigonometry, the dates in British history and the
         maps of far-off countries, and you may well be heartily glad of that. Some of you have chosen to continue your studies and
         move on to A levels and maybe college or university. But whoever you are and whatever you do, as you walk down that corridor
         for the last time, I want you to pause for a moment and remember one thing: life is like that corridor, lined with many different doors. Some will be bolted and barred and however hard you push and pull, strike and shout they
         will remain forever closed to you. Some will be wide open and you will walk through with little effort and no hindrance. Some
         will be ajar, and with a little exertion and curiosity, you will be able to see what lies behind. Most doors, however, will
         be closed – but they will seldom be locked. These are the doors of opportunity, boys. The doors of opportunity. It is up to
         you which of these closed doors you choose to try, and to discover what is behind, waiting for you –’ he paused for effect
         – ‘and which to pass on by.’


      
      I guess for many of the pupils in the school hall that heady July morning the headmaster’s metaphor was lost upon them, but
         for me, an ambitious, rather studious, idealistic sixteen-year-old, those words have remained a vivid memory. The closed doors
         in my own life have been rarely, if ever, locked and I have been immensely fortunate that I have had caring, supportive, encouraging
         people all along the way who have helped me through them.


      
      I should say from the start that this account of my early life is no misery memoir. It will not stand on the bookshop shelf
         under the heading ‘Tragic Life Stories’ along with the heart-rending autobiographies of unbelievably unhappy childhoods –
         nightmare families, loveless homes, brutal parents – all described in vivid detail; of children beaten and starved, rejected
         and abused, bullied and tortured. Such accounts, where the authors describe how they have overcome the huge disadvantages
         of miserable upbringings, have become instant best-sellers and the reading public appears to love them. Perhaps in doing so
         the readers’ own lives seem less wretched and more bearable. Perhaps they are heartened by these sad stories of children who
         have a shining spirit to survive, cope and forgive. For me, such memoirs are painful to read, for mine was a very happy childhood.
         I did not suffer from great poverty as a child, nor was I born into an affluent and privileged home. I was not smacked or told I was unwanted. I was not bullied by my brothers
         or told by my parents I was a disappointment to them. I felt loved and cherished.


      
      My journey through childhood was neither a painful nor a shameful one. It was blessedly free of poverty, neglect, cruelty
         and exploitation and I have many fond memories. I have never subscribed to the prevalent view that childhood is simply a stage
         on a road to adulthood, something to be got through on the way to something better, and, unlike some writers of the many memoirs
         and autobiographies I have read, I have never sought to distance myself from it or to negate it. Indeed my childhood has acted
         as an inspiration for the present and the future, a place to which I sometimes escape, where I can, in a sense, avoid growing
         up.


      
      There are some, of course, who believe that those of us who have had a pretty ordinary, uneventful and happy childhood really
         have nothing much to write about. ‘When I look back on my childhood,’ writes Frank McCourt in Angela’s Ashes: A Memoir of Childhood, ‘I wonder how I managed to survive it at all. It was, of course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worthwhile.’


      
      Well, my childhood was very happy and extremely worthwhile. I thank God that it was so very different from Frank McCourt’s.
         Mine was a joyous upbringing. Growing up, I imagined that all children had loving and amusing parents like mine, who wanted
         the very best for their children, who read not at them or to them every night but with them; parents who talked with them,
         sang to them, laughed with them. I thought all pupils had committed, enthusiastic and good-humoured teachers who enjoyed the
         company of the young and did their very best for them. My life was full of happiness and conversation, music and books.


      
      To recall childhood is without doubt the most vivid and convincing part of any autobiography, for our early memories are preserved in a bright, new and exciting world of first experience.
         What is so striking and extraordinary is that these recollections of a time, which will never come again, change, disappear,
         and then suddenly return to us after many years. The smell of seaweed, the sight of screeching gulls circling over a wind-roughened
         sea, the sound of crashing waves, the taste of candy floss, the feel of the wind blowing wet sand in my face, the tang of
         brine so sharp it stings my lungs … All these things take me back to the seaside and the memory of walking down the promenade
         at Blackpool clutching my bucket and spade in one small hand, the other held tightly by my father. The sight of the steam
         train on its journey from Settle to Carlisle, clickety-clacking down the line, puthering sulphurous smoke and smut and sounding
         its shrieking whistle, reminds me of the heady childhood days when, as a boy, I stood on the bridge over the railway line
         waiting for the engine to thunder beneath and envelop me in a cloud of acrid smoke.


      
      So this is my story, a memoir of an ordinary boy who met some extraordinary people, and the journey he was able to embark
         on as a result of the many doors opened for him in his early life. From my earliest memories of infancy and growing up, my
         story shows the powerful influence of my family and friends, schooldays and holidays, leading on to my first tentative steps
         into the adult world, those formative years that shaped who I am and what I became.


      
      Some autobiographies seem to me to owe more to the imagination than many novels, and perhaps what follows may seem to the
         reader to be in that category – after all, I am a storyteller. As Dr Johnson once observed, ‘No good story was ever wholly
         true.’ So, in recalling my past, I have inevitably embroidered, made and dropped stitches, and some recollections, I guess,
         are not entirely reliable because they have been viewed in the surreal light of early experience. I am also sure that some of my memories are rose-tinted, as memories often
         are, and that the passing of the years has allowed my memories to be recast in a better light. But, above all, I have tried
         to be honest, open, and entertaining as well. Out of respect for their privacy, I have changed the names of some of the people
         who appear in these pages.


      

      
      
      
      
      1

      
      
      I was born Gervase Richard Phinn on 27 December 1946, the same year as George Best, Noddy Holder of Slade, Paul McCartney,
         Edwina Currie, Janet Street-Porter and the infamous Harold Shipman and Peter Sutcliffe. This was the year Winston Churchill
         warned of the Iron Curtain descending over Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe, the year the Nuremberg war trials returned death
         sentences on leading Nazis, including Ribbentrop and Goering. Lord Haw-Haw was hanged for treason and the United States Navy
         tested the atomic bomb at Bikini Atoll in the South Pacific. The Bank of England, coal and other industries were nationalized
         and Heathrow airport opened. Strapless bras became popular and Tide, the revolutionary detergent designed for automatic washing
         machines, landed on the shelves in the corner shops.


      
      I was one of the ‘baby bulge’ children, growing up in the Welfare State, at a time when Stalin finally died, Sir Edmund Hillary
         scaled the highest mountain in the world, the recent 1944 Education Act had firmly established grammar schools, technical
         high schools and secondary moderns, and the country celebrated in grand fashion the accession of a new young Queen. It was
         an age when Muffin the Mule and The Flowerpot Men made their first appearances on television, when Alma Cogan, ‘the girl with the giggle in her voice’, sang ‘Hernando’s Hideaway’,
         and the comedian Al Read entertained us on the wireless with his inoffensive anecdotes. It was a period when the great Stanley
         Matthews played in the Cup Final, there was little unemployment, the National Health Service was in its fledgling years, and
         sweet rationing ended. This was a new age, full of optimism and good humour, free from the privations of the war years; it was a time when
         young people started to assert their individuality and independence. The blue and brown serge suits of the ‘demob style’ gave
         way to bold, colourful designs in clothes. Teddy Boys outraged the older generation as they strutted around the streets like
         latter-day Edwardian dandies, dressed in their pale blue frock-coats with velvet collars and their ‘brothel-creeper’ shoes,
         when Lonnie Donegan sang ‘Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavour on the Bedpost Overnight?’, when skiffle groups flourished,
         milk bars opened and fish fingers made their appearance.


      
      I came into the world weighing eight pounds and one ounce at Number 1, Richard Road, Rotherham, delivered by the midwife,
         Nurse Mabel Knowles. I know this to be true because Miss Knowles, then in her eighties, came to see me when I was performing
         my one-man show, An Evening with Gervase Phinn, on stage in Barnsley many years later. ‘I’ve seen you with no clothes on,’ she said mischievously after the performance.
         ‘It was me who brought you into the world.’ Then she added, ‘You were a big baby and had a lot to say for yourself and you’ve
         not changed much, have you?’


      
      I was the fourth and last child of Richard James (Jimmy) Phinn and Margaret Patricia (Pat) Phinn. The eldest of the children
         was Christine Moya, then came Michael Anthony (Mike) and Alexander James (Alec). I was the last, the least able and probably
         the most indulged.


      
      My mother, certain I was to be a little girl, decided on the name Elizabeth Ann Mary and bought a pink, frilly cot in readiness
         and matching pink, frilly clothes. Christine had hoped for a little sister to look after and play with, so when she saw me
         – a round, red and very vociferous baby boy – she was said to have scowled and sulked. It took a few days before she would
         hold me, but then she spent much of her time around the cot and the pram. Later when I grew a little bigger she would sit me amidst her dolls and practise being a teacher.


      
      Just after I was born my parents moved up the hill to Number 19, a pre-war, shiny redbrick, semi-detached house, three up,
         three down, with an inside toilet, a small front garden and long back garden. The house was larger than Number 1 and had the
         advantage of being up the hill, well away from the busy Broom Valley Road, with a spacious detached garage, a garden shed
         and a greenhouse. Unlike other houses on the street, it also had French windows in the living room and a gate at the end of
         the garden, which led to a large allotment. We had a small back yard, a tussocky lawn, a rockery and flower borders all dominated
         by a large blossoming cherry tree. Mum and Dad had the double bedroom at the front of the house, Christine the small boxroom
         at the rear, and I shared a room with my brothers. Michael had a single bed, Alec and I shared a double.


      
      Downstairs there was a small kitchen, a narrow hall and an all-purpose living-cum-dining room, where we spent most of our
         lives. The living room had an open fire and each morning one of the boys would go through the ritual of clearing out the ashes
         and putting them into a bucket by the back door for Dad to later put on the garden. Then the coal-scuttle was replenished
         and screwed-up balls of newspaper were arranged in the grate, with bits of chopped wood and lumps of coal placed on top. I
         loved the open fire and would toast pikelets (thin crumpets) before covering them liberally with butter. In winter, I would
         roast chestnuts in the embers. They would pop, spit, and come out of the fire with blackened shells and soft, sweet interiors.


      
      I remember setting off for school each morning past houses with every chimney belching out smoke from fires like our own.
         I would arrive at the top of Alma Road, where a cocktail of pollutants from the Don Valley mixed with the coal smoke from
         the houses to produce a cloak of thick, evil-smelling smog. It had a corporeal presence; it felt like something you could reach out and touch. Sometimes, when the steelworks were in
         full production, the carbon and the sulphur would burn your windpipe if you didn’t wear a scarf around your mouth, and you
         could taste and feel its damp greasy fingers on your skin. It was like the backdrop of a novel by Conan Doyle.


      
      The front room of the house at Richard Road was sacrosanct and ‘kept for best’. It was, I imagine, regarded as the working-class
         equivalent of the upper-class drawing room, always neat and tidy and where visitors were received. The only time it was used
         (and the electric fire turned on) was when an important visitor such as the priest or the doctor called, or my mother retired
         there to play the piano. It was kept scrupulously clean and tidy and smelt musty and unused. I was allowed to go in there
         to read quietly, but toys, drinks and food were taboo. A heavy green brocade three-piece suite dominated the room and the
         remaining space was occupied by the polished mahogany piano (my mother called it her ‘upright grand’), a small occasional
         table, a radiogram and a veneered glass-fronted china cabinet in which were kept all my mother’s bits of cut glass and china.


      
      On the wall there were two large reproduction prints of Pre-Raphaelite paintings, given to my mother by a grateful patient
         as a thank-you present when she was a nurse. One was of Dante on a bridge. The other depicted a group of beautiful young women
         with long auburn hair and faraway looks and five noble, handsome knights in shining armour looking on. The melting colours,
         the combination of mystery and sensuality, the classical perfection and balance, fascinated me. I discovered later (when my
         second son, Matthew, was studying for a degree in fine art) that the latter painting is Laus Veneris by Sir Edward Coley Burne-Jones. As a youngster I would sometimes sit on the settee and stare at the picture of the Pre-Raphaelite
         beauties, illuminated by a pallid light shining through the net curtains, which were always drawn, and imagine the world in which the characters lived: a distant, exotic,
         colourful world very different from my own. More often, I would take my book into the front room – White Fang or Kidnapped, a Biggles adventure or King Solomon’s Mines – and become lost in the stories, entering other exciting places, reading about fascinating characters and losing all sense
         of time. In that front room, curled up on that heavy settee, I vanished from the known world into the imaginary.


      
      Richard Road was a monocultural world, a friendly and supportive community of largely like-minded people. It was a safe, warm
         environment for children to grow up in and we had the freedom to play out all day on the street or at the park, something
         which is sadly denied to many children today. We were pushed out of the door on Saturday morning and expected not to appear
         back home until it started to get dark. It was an unashamedly unregulated and unsupervised world, and parents didn’t worry
         about their children falling under a bus or being abducted or set upon. These days so many parents seem obsessively concerned
         with giving their children long and happy childhoods, with keeping them safe from harm and injury, in need of constant protection,
         away from potential risks, that they underestimate their offspring’s abilities and resilience and deny them the great sense
         of freedom those of my generation had when we were young. As happy as crickets, we were unhindered by adult restraint.


      
      The inhabitants of Richard Road, who ranged from teachers to coal merchants, butchers to steelworkers, nurses to office managers,
         were solid, hard-working, ordinary, respectable folk and certainly didn’t include any of the prosperous manufacturing families
         and professionals, who lived in the large detached houses and villas in the ‘posh’ part of town up on Moorgate. There was
         a real human warmth and neighbourliness in the street where I lived; there was a sense of togetherness and belonging seldom found in communities today. It was an egalitarian world where people didn’t consider themselves superior
         to others and did not attempt to be so. Life for most people seemed distinctly better than it is now.


      
      The war had ended and there was a great sense of relief that the deprivation, disruption and destruction of those violent
         years were now over. People wanted to settle down to a quiet, peaceful life again, visit the shops, go to the pictures, to
         dances and football matches, to enjoy themselves and raise families. There was a great sense of national pride in the air.
         The images and memories of the war were still very much in people’s minds and the next generation was made acutely aware of
         this, on the wireless, at the cinema, at school and in conversation. We walked tall, knowing that Great Britain had stood
         alone against the might of a ruthless, determined and better equipped enemy and had thoroughly thrashed it, the only country
         to have fought the war from the very first day to the very last. We were proud to be British.


      
      The books, comics and magazines we read, the films we saw, the toy soldiers, cigarette cards and merchandise embla-zoned with
         patriotic motifs, firmly established in our young minds just how lucky we were to be British and part of a great empire. Rider
         Haggard and G. A. Henty had written imperial adventures at the turn of the century, describing the glorious deeds and daring
         adventures of the British; now a new crop of literature appeared and we identified with the bravado of the fictional heroes.


      
      There was a great sense of renewal in the air too. England was becoming economically healthier, more productive, expansive
         and optimistic. There were higher living standards, guaranteed employment, greater educational opportunities and more varied
         recreational facilities. The Labour Government of 1945–51 launched a new kind of consensus based on a mixed economy and the
         welfare state. Major industries and institutions like coal, railways, road transport, civil aviation, electricity, gas, cable
         and wireless and even the Bank of England were brought into public ownership. Child allowances were introduced, old age pensions
         increased and the school-leaving age was raised. England was fast becoming a property-owning country. When Harold Macmillan
         (dubbed ‘Supermac’) and the Conservatives came to power in 1951 people really did think, as the Prime Minister was soon to
         tell them, that they had ‘never had it so good’.


      
      Many, like my parents, bought homes on cheap mortgages and felt proud to own a house, which they kept neat and tidy. All along
         Richard Road, inside and out, the houses were decorated, gardens were carefully tended, pavements were kept litter-free and
         walls were absent of graffiti. It was a road typical of so many streets throughout the country, streets lined with ordinary,
         utilitarian, three-up, three-down redbrick semis with bathrooms and inside toilets and small front gardens.


      
      Although there was a genuine feeling of community in Richard Road, I felt different from the other children my age when I
         was growing up. This stemmed from a number of things. First, I was from a staunchly Roman Catholic family (which was large
         by the standards of the time) and no one else on the street shared my religion. Then there was the fact that I had a mother
         somewhat older than those of my friends (she was thirty-eight when she gave birth to me) and, unlike most other mothers on
         the street, she had a full-time job. My life was significantly different too in other respects.


      
      It is a fact that many children of the post-war working-class generation were brought up not to have what was considered unrealistic
         expectations in life because that would inevitably lead to disappointment. Youngsters, unless they were at the local grammar
         school or high school, on the whole did not aspire to do anything else beyond going down the pit or working in the steelworks,
         or perhaps enlisting in the army. If they were lucky, they might secure an apprenticeship. Few aspired to do anything different.
         Many followed in their fathers’ footsteps and started a job that they would do for the rest of their lives. Children were sent out to work as soon as possible in many cases, and
         there was little chance of being supported through higher education. Within a marriage the man usually made all the important
         decisions, including sometimes how his wife voted.


      
      As the subsequent pages of this memoir will reveal, this was not a world I recognize. I was certainly ‘enjoyed’ by my parents
         when I was young and they spent many hours with me. I was, like my brothers and sister, supported through higher education
         and was encouraged to have hopes and ambitions. Interestingly too, the important decisions in my family were taken by my mother.


      
      Of course, I was different in another way. My unusual name stressed my difference. ‘Gervase’ wasn’t just an out-of-the-ordinary
         name – it was unusually different, particularly in the 1950s when everyone around me seemed to be called Terry or Tony or
         Trevor or Tom. As a child you want to be one of the crowd, like everyone else; just ordinary. Being called Gervase in post-war
         Rotherham certainly set me apart.


      
      As a child I never really liked the name and insisted on it being pronounced ‘Jervis’. It sounded more masculine. My brothers
         and sister still pronounce it ‘Jervis’ to this day, as does my wife Christine.


      
      I will digress a little here, if I may, to give a brief history of the name, for throughout my life I have frequently been
         asked where it originates.


      

      
      
      
      
      2

      
      
      ‘Gervase’ comes from a Norman French form of the Old Germanic name Gervas, said to mean ‘spear servant’ from ‘ger’ (spear)
         and ‘vass’ (servant). The name was introduced into England by the Normans and was relatively common for a few centuries. The
         blacksmith in The Miller’s Tale, the rudest and funniest story of Chaucer’s epic poem The Canterbury Tales, is a Gervase, and famous bearers of the name include the twelfth-century English author Gervase of Tilbury, the thirteenth-century
         English chronicler Gervase of Canterbury, and the sixteenth-century military commander and equestrian Gervase Markham. I guess
         I am unique, as the only Gervase of Rotherham.


      
      It is a fact that wherever I go I have to either repeat or explain this unusual name of mine. I have got quite accustomed
         to this by now and have come to expect that it will inevitably be misspelt or mispronounced. The spell-checker on my computer
         changes my name regularly to ‘Greasy Pin’. Over the years I have collected a delightful range of inventive spellings that
         have appeared on my letters. They range from ‘Grievous Pain’ to ‘Gracious Dhin’. I have been called ‘Germane’, ‘Germain’,
         ‘Germinal’, ‘Gercase’, ‘Jarface’, ‘Gerund’, ‘Garfase’ and even ‘Geraffe’. One letter arrived addressed to ‘Sharparse Thinn’.
         It sounded like the character Grytpype Thynn from The Goon Show. I did enquire of the sender, when I met him, ‘Do you think any parents would call their child Sharparse?’ ‘Well, I thought
         you might be from the ethnic minorities,’ came the reply, ‘and it was pronounced Shaparsi.’


      
      The late Miles Kington, a fan of the crime writer Edmund Crispin (whose main protagonist is the sleuth Professor Gervase Fen), doubted that I actually existed. In his amusing piece in the Independent – ‘Now where have I heard that name before?’ – he discounted coincidence. ‘The similarity between Professor Gervase Phinn
         and Professor Gervase Fen,’ he observes, ‘is really so boring that we shall have to discard it.’ Gervase Phinn, he concludes,
         ‘is really called Felix Proctor or something banal, but because of his work as a schools inspector he had to use a pseudonym
         and decided to adopt (and adapt) the name of a fictional detective’. The journalist does, however, posit another theory: ‘that
         Mr Phinn’s parents loved the detective novels of Edmund Crispin so much that they decided to call their little baby Gervase
         Phinn, and it is an entirely genuine name’. Ah, Miles, how wrong you were.


      
      My name is indeed entirely genuine but I was not named after a character in a detective novel. My mother, a devout Roman Catholic,
         after two difficult pregnancies, was advised not to have any more children. With my eldest brother Michael she very nearly
         died, and doctors were strongly in favour of her calling it a day. But they had not reckoned with my mother. She was a woman
         of very strong views, great courage and with a stubborn streak, and being an obedient R.C. would have no truck with artificial
         forms of ‘family planning’. She went on to have two more children. I was the last – perhaps a happy little accident. Heavily
         pregnant with me, she commissioned a special mass at St Bede’s Church to pray for my safe delivery. I imagine that she sat
         on the front pew wondering what to call the new baby and listening as the priest intoned the long litany of saints:


      
      
         All you holy Patriarchs and Prophets pray for us: St Peter, St Paul, St Andrew, St James, St John, St Thomas, St Philip, St
            Bartholomew, St Matthew, St Simon, St Thaddeus, St Matthias, St Barnabas, St Luke, St Mark.




      
      At the very end, almost like afterthoughts, were the two appendices saints: St Gervase and St Protase. Poor St Gervase suffered
         a dreadful end (beaten to death with a lead-tipped whip) before the megalomaniacal Emperor Nero, and for some odd reason became
         the patron saint of haymakers. I guess my mother felt a little sorry that he came last in the litany of saints, or maybe she
         just liked the sound of the name, or perhaps she offered up a special prayer to a neglected member of the great and the good
         with the promise to name her baby after him if I arrived safely. My mother never would tell me. She was at great pains, however,
         to assure me that I was not ‘a little accident’.


      
      Just after my first Dales book was published, I was in Oxford, to speak at the Literary Festival. Having forgotten a copy
         of my book The Other Side of the Dale, from which I intended to read, I called in at a large bookshop in the centre of the city to buy my own book.


      
      ‘Have you any books by Gervase Phinn?’ I enquired of a rather snooty-looking assistant.

      
      She gave a small, rather patronizing smile. ‘I think you will find the name is pronounced Shervay Fine – and you’ll find her books in the travel section.’


      
      ‘Gervase is a perfect name for a character out of romantic fiction,’ I was told by a fellow writer at another literary festival.
         ‘In my next historical novel I shall have a character called Gervase. I can picture him now.’ In due course the novel was
         published and, sure enough, a character with my name appeared. I thought I might be the Regency buck, with coal-black curls,
         swarthy skin, dark smouldering eyes and tight-fitting breeches. As it turned out I appeared as Lord Gervase de Morton, a bloated,
         raddled old roué with quivering jowls, a wet handshake and extremely questionable habits.


      
      The name Gervase in literature is usually given to aberrant aristocrats, narcissistic, dandified poseurs and devious, upper-crust,
         well-connected villains. In Slightly Tempted (a story of ‘sparkling courtship, scandalous passion and all-consuming love’) by Mary Balogh, Lord Gervase Ashford is the notorious rake
         intent on ravishing the beautiful Lady Morgan Bedwyn. In The Faun’s Folly by Sandra Heath, Lord Gervase Mowbray, Duke of Wroxham, is only marginally better. Georgette Heyer, in The Quiet Gentleman, had a central character called Gervase, Earl of St Erith, and in The Queen’s Man by Sharon Kay, Gervase Fitz Randolph is no better than he should be. In Mistress Wilding by Rafael Sabatini, portly Sir Gervase Scoresby is someone not to be trifled with, and in Mr Castonel, the eponymous hero is Mr Gervase Castonel: ‘It was a prepossessing face; it was silent, pale and unfathomable with grey
         impenetrable eyes that disliked the look of you; and dark hair.’


      
      So I think I have made my point: the Gervases in literature are well-connected but not very nice. When I met the novelist
         Margaret Dickinson at another literary event, I suggested rather facetiously that she might like to name the hero of her next
         novel, Suff ragette Girl, Gervase and use my second name, Richard, as his surname. To my surprise and delight, she agreed. True to her word the novel
         features a young, dashing military hero called Gervase Richards.


      
      When I started school my name was placed on the register alongside Marjorie and Margaret, Judith and Jennifer. The teachers
         thought it was a girl’s name. This has been another cross to bear – being mistaken for a woman. I spoke at a conference in
         Tamworth a few years ago and the evening before, sitting quietly in the bar, I eavesdropped on a couple of teachers in animated
         conversation.


      
      ‘Have you heard this Gervase Phinn speak before?’ asked one.

      
      ‘No,’ replied her colleague, ‘but my head of department came on this course last year and said she was quite a good speaker.’

      
      One of the first schools I visited when I became a school inspector was a large comprehensive. After observing a number of lessons, I was sitting with the Head of the English Department in the staffroom to share my deliberations, when my unusual
         name entered the conversation.


      
      ‘Is it Welsh?’ enquired the Head of English.

      
      ‘No,’ I replied.

      
      ‘It sounds very Welsh. I have a cousin in Cardiff called Geraint and another called Gwillam. I thought it might have been
         of Celtic origin.’


      
      ‘It’s not Welsh,’ I told her.

      
      ‘Is it Irish then?’

      
      ‘No, my name’s not Welsh or Irish,’ I replied. ‘In fact, the name Gervase –’

      
      ‘It ees a French name.’ The French assistant, Michelle, who was sitting behind us, interrupted the conversation. She was a
         strikingly good-looking young woman with dark, long-lashed eyes and a mass of raven-coloured hair. ‘Gervais ees pronounced
         “Gervez” with a soft sounding “g”, as in zer word “genre”. It ees a French-Norman name and ees very common in France.’


      
      ‘Really?’ I said, disappearing into the dark eyes of the speaker. ‘It ees a most beautiful name,’ she sighed, and fluttered
         the incredible eyelashes.


      
      ‘Would you mind pronouncing it again?’ I said. ‘I rather like the way you say it.’

      
      ‘Ggggervez,’ she repeated in the most seductive of voices. ‘Ggggervez ees an ’ouse’old name in France. Everywhere you go you
         will ’ear the name Ggggervez.’ She smiled widely and then added, ‘It ees the name of a yoghurt.’


      
      ‘Your name? Is it a Welsh name?’ asked the headmaster when I was about to leave the school.

      
      ‘I’ve had this conversation before, with your Head of English,’ I replied, shaking my head. ‘No, it’s French actually. French-Norman.
         St Gervase was a second-century Roman martyr put to death under the Emperor Nero.’


      
      ‘You don’t say,’ said the headmaster, trying to look interested.

      
      ‘It was a popular name in medieval times,’ I continued. ‘I believe William the Conqueror had several knights of that name
         with him when he invaded. The name literally means “spear-carrier”.’


      
      ‘There’s a thing,’ said the headmaster, smiling. ‘Your predecessor as the Senior Inspector for English in North Yorkshire
         was a David Spearman.’


      
      ‘That’s right,’ I told him. ‘Quite a coincidence.’

      
      The headmaster leaned back in his chair and gave a wry smile. ‘ “Spear-carrier”, eh?’ he repeated. ‘Well, I should think that
         that’s a very appropriate handle for a school inspector.’


      
      ‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ I replied. ‘I always seem to be on the sharp end of things in this line of work.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t meaning that,’ said the headmaster. ‘I have always been of the opinion that school inspectors are like cross-eyed
         javelin throwers. They hurl a lot of spears in the direction of schools, missing the point most of the time, but occasionally,
         and by sheer accident, they happen to hit the right target. Good afternoon to you, Mr Phinn.’


      
      Now I delight in my unusual name. It is unique. Go on the internet and type in a name like John Smith and there will be millions
         and millions of hits, but there is only one Gervase Phinn. Any success I have had with my books is due, in no small part,
         to my name. Following my reading of the Dales books on Radio Four’s Book of the Week, people would go into bookshops and ask for ‘the book by the school inspector with the funny name’ and booksellers would
         know immediately what the customer was looking for. Shakespeare’s Juliet got it tragically wrong. ‘What’s in a name?’ she
         asks Romeo. ‘That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’ Actually there is quite a lot in a name.


      
      Recently I received a delighted letter from a new and very proud father. He informed me that his wife had been taken to hospital
         to have their overdue baby induced. Neither of them was keen for the baby to be brought into the world artificially. Then, as his wife lay in bed listening to my Dales books
         on tape, she began to giggle and then chuckle and soon she was convulsed with uncontrollable laughter. It brought the baby
         on.


      
      ‘We are so grateful to you,’ he wrote, ‘that you hastened the arrival of our little baby son.’

      
      I wrote back congratulating the new parents. ‘Perhaps you might like to call your son Gervase, after me,’ I suggested mischievously.

      
      ‘We are not that grateful,’ came back the reply.
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      I cannot recount the number of times I have had to spell the name Phinn. It has appeared as ‘Flynn’, ‘Finn’, ‘Thin’, ‘Tinn’,
         ‘Pinn’, ‘Sinn’ and ‘Chinn’. My favourite appeared when I was in my first year of teaching. A letter arrived addressed to ‘Mr
         Phunn, Master-in-Charge-of-Games’.


      
      ‘All Phunn and games, eh, Gervase?’ Mr Morgan, headteacher, remarked dryly as he passed me the letter.

      
      In that first year of teaching, a distressed mother on parents’ evening confided in me: ‘I’m really very worried about my
         son’s spelling, Mr Perhinn.’


      
      ‘I wouldn’t worry, Mrs Atkinson,’ I reassured her, ‘your Perhillip is doing very well.’

      
      The surname Phinn, I was to learn, has a long and distinguished provenance. Those who investigate their past, searching through
         records, visiting churches to pore over the registers of births and deaths, scanning the census returns, surfing the internet,
         are ever hopeful that they will discover a famous (or indeed infamous) forebear. I have visions that one day, when I find
         the time, I will investigate my family history to discover that I am a direct descendant of dashing Sir Rupert Phinn, Cavalier
         commander at the Battle of Barnsley, Admiral Lord Horatio Phinn, hero of a great naval battle in Bridlington Bay, Lady Georgiana
         Phinn, mistress of George IV, Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Phinn, the famous Irish playwright and shining wit. Of course,
         I have an idea that to my chagrin I will discover I come from a long line of builders, farm labourers, domestic servants and
         factory workers.


      
      The family name, until relatively recently, was the common enough Irish name Finn. My forebears, on my father’s side, are said to have fled Ireland during the Great Famine of 1846 and
         settled in Scotland. Dad always maintained that we were descendants of the great Irish king Fionn McCool (the fair-headed
         one), of folklore fame, who lived two and a half thousand years ago, and that one day we would move to the great castle in
         Ireland when he claimed his birthright. He was a great storyteller was my father.


      
      Grandfather James Finn married a Scot, Margaret Helen Macdonald. She was something of a snob by all accounts and exceedingly
         proud of her Scottish ancestry and her Scottish Catholicism, asserting that she was descended from the ancient clan of Macdonald
         of South Uist, that bleak island of great melancholy stretches of heather-covered moors and bogland in the Outer Hebrides.
         It is not generally known that a large number of the inhabitants of these islands are Roman Catholic. They trace back their
         ancestry in those remote outposts many centuries, undisturbed by the turmoil of the Reformation, and have kept a faith that
         dates back to the ancient Celtic Church.


      
      At the time of my grandparents’ marriage there was much anti-Irish racism in Scotland, so she styled herself Mrs Macdonald-Phinn,
         to disguise any Irish connections and place her ‘a cut above’ the hoi polloi. All the children of the marriage – John, Hessie,
         Nellie, Alexander and my father, Richard Joseph – were burdened with the double-barrelled surname. Joining the Royal Air Force
         my Uncle Alec, upon informing the commanding officer that his name was Alexander James Macdonald-Phinn, was told: ‘Well, at
         ease, all four of you.’


      
      My father told me that it was well known in the family that ‘Grannie Mac’ would never shop at Campbell’s Butchers in the High
         Street, not after ‘what that treacherous, deceitful band of scoundrels and poltroons did at Glencoe’. It was on 13 February
         1692 that ‘the abominable, false, cunning and perfidious’ Campbells, ‘the best of them to be pitied but never to be trusted’, massacred the Macdonalds in the cold and lonely valley where, to this day, no birds are said to sing. She
         evidently had a very good memory, my grandmother.


      
      On the anniversary of the massacre she would read the ‘Lament of Glencoe’ to her five children.

      
      
         
         Chill was the air and deep was the snow,

         
         And the cold moon gave scant light,

         
         When the treacherous Campbells fell on Glencoe

         
         Like a wolf pack in the night.

         


      
         
         With sword and knife, they spared no life,

         
         With blood they bathed the ground.

         
         Man and boy, woman and bairn,

         
         They murdered all they found.

         


      
      In January 1979 I was appointed Head of the English Department at St John Fisher Roman Catholic High School in Sheffield.
         The headmaster was a Mr Campbell. On the anniversary of the massacre I wore a black tie and Sister Brendan, a teaching colleague,
         enquired why I was wearing it. It took her a time, innocent as she was, to fully appreciate my unusual sense of humour. In
         graphic detail, I explained to the nun that the defenceless Macdonalds had been put to ‘fire and sword’ by the very people
         who had offered them hospitality. Without warning, I told her, Captain Campbell of Glenlyon and his troops fell upon the community,
         burning all the houses and massacring the people. Some thirty-eight out of 200 inhabitants, including MacIain himself, the
         clan chief, were cut down that day by the vulpine Campbells. Others, who had fled into the mountains, died in the next week
         from cold and starvation.


      
      ‘But what has this to do with you?’ asked the baffled nun. ‘You are called Phinn, not Macdonald.’

      
      ‘My grandmother was a Macdonald,’ I told her.

      
      ‘And whenever did this terrible thing happen?’ she continued, imagining that it was something which had occurred but a few
         years before.


      
      ‘1692,’ I told her, keeping a deadly serious face.

      
      ‘1692!’ she exclaimed.

      
      ‘And when, on this day of all days, sister,’ I continued, shaking my head sadly and keeping a deadly solemn face, ‘Mr Campbell
         sees the black tie, he will know the significance and feel suitably ashamed.’


      
      ‘I think it’s about time to bury the hatchet, Mr Phinn,’ said the nun, clearly believing me to be serious. ‘All the troubles
         of the world are caused by people harbouring resentments and remembering past wrongs. I think it’s about time you learnt to
         forgive and forget.’


      
      ‘Easier said than done, sister,’ I replied ponderously. ‘Easier said than done.’

      
      After assembly, the headmaster approached me to discuss a timetable change. Sister Brendan watched like a hungry blackbird
         as he left the stage and walked with a determined step in my direction. I touched my tie and looked knowingly at her and nodded.


      
      ‘What did Mr Campbell say to you after assembly?’ asked the nun at morning break.

      
      ‘He apologized, of course,’ I told her before going on yard duty.

      
      Following my grandfather’s death (he was an engineer and died of enteric fever in Peru), my grandmother remarried a Mr Craig.
         One wonders if she continued in life with a triple-barrelled name. On her death, when my father was fourteen, the five Phinn
         children were dispersed. John left for America, Hessie and Nellie moved south, Alec joined the Royal Air Force and my father
         went to live on an uncle’s farm in Kirkintulloch before joining the army on his seventeenth birthday.


      
      A photograph of ‘Grannie Mac’ shows a tall, elegant and superior-looking woman in black, her dark hair scraped back savagely on her scalp and her long white hands clasped before
         her. She had never experienced illness all her life and died as she would have wished – on her knees. At the conclusion of
         a Celebration Mass at the Scottish Convention of the Union of Catholic Mothers, my grandmother stood as the priest left the
         altar, made the Sign of the Cross, knelt down and promptly expired.


      
      The only possessions that her children inherited were her rosary beads, a few photographs and a faded sampler in a plain wooden
         frame, reputedly embroidered by an ancestor.


      
      
         Do, by your fair endeavours profess,

         An elegance of mind, as well as dress.

         Be this your ornament and know to please

         By graceful nature’s unaffected ease.

         And do not think that by another’s shame

         You can raise your merit or adorn your fame.

         – Mary Margaret Macdonald, 1801



      
      I should like to think that Margaret Helen Macdonald-Phinn remained true to these words.

      
      My brother Alec, who lives on the shores of Galway Bay, was so heartily tired of the misspelling of his surname and, I guess,
         wanting to stress his Irish ancestry, that he changed the name back to the original. When he was touring America with his
         Irish folk group, De Dannan, he undertook a bit of family history research and discovered a John Phinn in the telephone book
         in the town in Maine where my uncle was said to have settled. My brother telephoned, said he thought he might be a nephew,
         made an appointment and arrived at an extremely elegant house. The door was answered by a large friendly man. ‘I’m John Phinn,’
         he said, smiling widely, ‘and I’ve been expecting you.’ Then they both burst into fits of laughter. John Phinn was black.


      
      Having passed the training as an OFSTED Registered Inspector, I received my certificate officially authorizing Mr G. Phinn
         to lead inspections in schools. A week later I received a second certificate officially authorizing a Mr G. Dhin to do the
         same. Then all the official materials, guidelines, policies, code of conduct and updates arrived from London – in duplicate.
         One wet Monday morning Brian, the good-humoured and hard-pressed postman, stood panting at the door, weighed down by large
         brown paper packages.


      
      ‘Are you living with a Sikh?’ he asked, unburdening himself.

      
      Each week Brian would knock on the door with yet another consignment of parcels and letters. He would then watch me bemused
         as I headed for the garage, where I kept the inspection documents in two heavy metal lockable cupboards. It must have appeared
         highly suspicious. One morning he waited at the gate as I unlocked the garage, crept into the darkness, clicked on the flickering
         light and unlocked the metal cupboard where I stashed away the brown paper parcels. After observing me for a moment, he asked,
         ‘Are you into pornography, then?’ I explained that nothing could be further from the truth.


      
      Despite contacting OFSTED head office in London, the duplicated materials continued to arrive and also letters addressed to
         the fictitious Mr G. Dhin. One was an invitation to join an inspection team preparing to visit a multiracial, multicultural
         inner city school. ‘We feel it would be appropriate, Mr Dhin,’ wrote the lead inspector, ‘to have on our team of inspectors
         a member of the ethnic minority.’ I imagine that they thought I was Gunga Din.
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      There is a whole lot of truth in the old Irish proverb: ‘One good mother is worth a hundred schoolmasters.’ In my view, the
         relationship between the child and the parent is the most critical influence on that child’s life, and it is the mother in
         particular who has the most significant effect. She can make a child’s life joyous or miserable, she can encourage or disparage,
         she can build up a child’s feeling of self-worth or stress his limitations, she can hurt or heal. She can promote respect,
         give security and support self-fulfilment for her child or she can be critical, neglectful and disregard his suffering. How
         a child views the world and how he fits into it is largely down to his mother.


      
      My mother was a remarkable person and my greatest teacher. When I was young I thought that all children had mothers like mine:
         loving, funny, generous, ever-supportive, who took out their false teeth and pretended to be witches, who baked them gingerbread
         men, discussed things with them, sang songs and wrote them little stories. I thought that all children had mothers who told
         wild and wonderful tales, cracked jokes, played tricks, teased them gently. For as long as I could remember, since I was a
         small boy, I always felt valued and loved and perceived myself to be her favourite. ‘A man who has been the indisputable favourite
         of his mother,’ wrote Sigmund Freud, ‘keeps for life the feeling of a conqueror, that confidence of success which often induces
         success.’ Any success I have had in life is due in no small part to the influence of my mother.


      
      My mother inherited my grandmother’s fine features: clear blue eyes, long dark eyelashes, fine hands, thick black hair and
         a soft oval face. She looked every inch an Irish colleen. As a child I imagined all mothers washed clothes, ironed shirts,
         pressed trousers, darned socks, did the shopping, cleaned the windows, swept the carpets, baked cakes, cooked the dinner,
         paid the bills, organized parties, attended school parents’ meetings, went to the school plays, looked after their children
         when we were ill, sat with them at the dentist’s and did innumerable other things, as well as holding down a full-time job.
         I thought all children like me had brothers who let them play with their toys, mended their bikes and taught them the guitar,
         and sisters who showed them how to sew and paint and helped them with their homework. I imagined that all homes had books
         and stories, music and laughter, courtesy and good manners, honesty and love. It is only now I am older and have met countless
         numbers of children in the schools I have visited that I appreciate just how very special my parents were and how hard they
         tried to bring the four of us up to be honest and decent young people. Now, in later life, I know for sure that the earliest
         influences of home and environment and the special relationship of a child with his or her mother have a deep and long-lasting
         effect on the character of the future man or woman.


      
      I was raised to believe in myself, to never pretend to be something I was not and never deny my roots or be ashamed of my
         humble origins. ‘Remember,’ my mother was wont to say, ‘whoever exalts himself shall be humbled and whoever humbles himself
         shall be exalted.’ Mum disliked pomposity and people with affectations, was never judgemental, never held me up for mockery
         or ridicule and, most importantly for a shy and idealistic child of average ability, never derided my dreams. I always felt
         that she wanted me to have a mind of my own, to stand out from the crowd and not be like everyone else.


      
      Much has been written by psychologists and ‘child experts’ about the significance of birth order in a family. Last-born children, it is said, are generally very different from their
         siblings, particularly when compared with those who are born into a family first. The last child to arrive in an established
         family is said to be more altruistic, emotionally secure, empathetic and when small is more likely to relate to other children.
         He or she is said to be less conscientious and more good-humoured, less conventional and more unpredictable, more open to
         experiences, more affectionate and at times more rebellious. It is said that the last-born is more likely to embrace risk-taking
         and excel in contact sports. Well, the experts certainly got it wrong with me. As a child I was nearly the very opposite –
         shy, under-confident, conscientious, conventional, well-behaved, an ordinary little boy of average intelligence who was pretty
         hopeless at all contact sports.


      
      I have many vivid memories of my mother when I was little. She was a tall, full-figured woman but she moved vigorously and
         laughed easily, stroked my head tenderly as I passed, called me a dozen endearing names and never missed an opportunity of
         telling me how very special I was. Behind her constant good humour and practicality, she possessed that special quality of
         making others feel good about themselves. She had an unswerving religious belief. Hers was a simple faith based on the words
         of Jesus that we should do unto others as we would wish they would do unto us. Another favourite biblical quote was, ‘I was
         hungry and you gave me to eat … insofar as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me.’


      
      So I grew up against a background of care and gentleness, good humour and discipline. She pinned my first pictures from the
         infant school on the cupboard in the kitchen, admired my feeble attempts at playing the piano, told me what a good reader
         I was and I knew what it felt like to be proud. She laughed at my jokes, made me birthday cakes with white icing and coloured candles and always kissed me goodnight and I knew what it felt like to be loved. What I learnt from my mother
         was that love, genuine love, unconditional love sees goodness and constantly emphasizes it. It is about compassion and care,
         support and encouragement, and every child is entitled to that.


      
      Of course there are those in the world who will be sceptical of what I say, that no one could have had such a happy, untroubled
         and loving childhood. In They F*** You Up: How to Survive Family Life (the title taken from the poem by Philip Larkin), the psychologist Oliver James posits that the passing of the years allows
         memories to be selective and often fictionalized.


      
      My childhood memories may indeed be a little rose-coloured, at times patchy and somewhat selective, but I recall with clarity
         so many occasions when my mother demonstrated her love for me and her compassion for others. I remember once, when I was six
         and we were on holiday in Blackpool, I wet the bed. Mum had told me not to drink too much that evening but I had carried on
         downing a good few glasses of lemonade. ‘You’ll be sorry,’ she said, and left it at that. I was indeed sorry because I awoke
         in the middle of the night distraught to find my pyjamas sopping and a warm wet patch in the middle of the bed.


      
      There were no recriminations. ‘Don’t get all upset,’ said Mum, giving me a cuddle. ‘We all wet the bed at some time in our
         lives. It’s not the end of the world. Accidents happen.’ She washed me, changed me, put me in a clean pair of pyjamas and
         popped me in her bed next to Dad. I slept between my parents that night and felt safe and secure and loved.


      
      I also learnt from my mother very early on what kindness was. One day, when I was about six or seven, a fearsome figure arrived
         at the back door. She was old and wrinkled, with swarthy skin, dark shining eyes and a long beak of a nose. I remember well the heavy boots, the threadbare cardigan and the coloured scarf wrapped around the scrawny neck. For
         the entire world she looked like the wicked stepmother in Snow White.


      
      ‘Is your mother in, dearie?’ croaked the crone in a strange deep voice.

      
      My mother chatted with the woman for some time before buying from her a strip of lace and some crude wooden clothes-pegs.
         I eavesdropped behind the kitchen door and heard the woman tell my mother that she would have a long and happy life and her
         generosity would be rewarded.


      
      ‘Bless you, lady,’ said the gypsy. ‘You have kind eyes. May your three sons and dark-eyed daughter prosper and may your husband’s
         other children too reap the riches of the world.’ There was an interesting conversation at the tea table that afternoon when
         my father got home from work.


      
      I was told later that gypsies were travelling people who lived in caravans; they were not bad but simply poor and moved from
         house to house selling their wares, trying to make a living. My mother told me they were disliked and were often driven away,
         but they had as much right to settle on beautiful lands as the oldest families in their fine houses. My mother had a profound
         belief that dustmen, cleaners, road sweepers, window cleaners and shop assistants were all worthy of respect. Indeed, anyone
         who came to the door was greeted courteously.


      
      My mother was such a generous woman and never turned anyone away. Even when the Jehovah’s Witnesses knocked on the door for
         the umpteenth time, intent on enlisting new converts, Mum would never be rude but would listen patiently and finally smile
         and shake her head and tell them she too was a Christian and happy in her own faith. One Saturday morning an elderly man and
         a young woman arrived at the gate as Mum was taking me to Miss Worrell, the dentist. I had a really painful tooth and had
         been up most of the evening before, biting on a bit of cloth soaked in whisky. Like most children I hated the dentist. It was the large rubber mask that was placed
         over your face and that noxious smell you had to inhale until you sank into unconsciousness. I was in a tetchy mood and needed
         some coaxing and a few firm words for me to put on my coat and go with Mum. So at the gate stood these two zealots, the man
         in a pristine suit, highly polished black shoes and carrying a briefcase, the woman in a smart jacket and both with great
         smiles across their faces.


      
      ‘May we have a minute of your time, madam,’ asked the first, ‘to explain a little about what we believe?’

      
      ‘Not now,’ said Mum, brusquely. ‘I’m in a rush.’

      
      ‘It will only take a moment,’ persisted the second.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ snapped Mum, ‘but not now! I have heard what you have to say before and have told you not to keep coming round.
         As I have told you, I don’t agree with any of your views. Now, I don’t wish to be rude but I am in a hurry.’


      
      ‘At least will you take a moment to look at our literature?’ asked the man, looking rather deflated.

      
      ‘No, thank you,’ said Mum. ‘I’ve read it before and I have to say that the only thing we have in common is God.’

      
      ‘I see,’ said the man, rather disconcerted. ‘I take it then you will not be voting Conservative?’

      
      I was nine years old in 1955. The Daily Express carried a story of two black girls, Claudette Colvin and Rosa Parks, who refused to give up their seats to white people on
         a bus in Montgomery, Alabama. At teatime I recall my mother and father discussing the racism that existed in America. I can
         see my mother’s face now, red and angry, and can remember her sense of outrage at the injustice of making the two little black
         girls give up their seats for white folk. ‘And they claim to be Christian,’ my mother said, shaking her head.


      
      Being a trained nurse and midwife, my mother was in constant demand on the street for medical advice and to deal with accidents and emergencies. My father said once that we should
         have a sign on the front door saying ‘Casualty Department’. Mum would leave the house willingly, sometimes mid-meal, to look
         at a fractious baby, dress a wound or see if a doctor needed to be called out. On one occasion we were in the middle of tea
         and there came a frantic knocking on the door. A distraught neighbour, carrying a choking child, was ushered into the kitchen.
         My mother took charge with great calmness, applied pressure to the little boy’s chest and the offending peanut popped out.
         She then sat the trembling mother down with a cup of tea while I was deputed to keep the little boy occupied. A week later
         the mother reappeared with the child. He had swallowed a sixpence. Mum reassured the mother again and told her to give the
         child Syrup of Figs and the money would ‘find its own way out’. In due course, that’s exactly what it did.


      
      Another time a casualty arrived from the council estate at the bottom of
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