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Chapter Five

The most singular person I met at Oxford was Michael Wolfers.

He always wore a suit and tie. He played no sports. His renown in the university was based on phenomenal attendance at parties which he wrote up in memorable terms for university newspapers. His smile was vivid and wide, a gash of warmth, generous, almost beseeching. Both his parents – who were Jewish – had been killed in Germany just before the outbreak of World War II. English connections provided him with guardians and a place at a Quaker boarding school. He was a remarkable mixture of the most gregarious and the most isolated man I met. His subject was law.

We met in unusual circumstances. The College locked down at 10.30 p.m. I had come back from a debate at the Oxford Union. My first. The Union was its own parliament constructed as a formal debating chamber and seeded over the years by undergraduates who would sometimes bloom into notable politicians not only in Great Britain but across the old Empire. It played its part in the imperial superstructure.

My experience at the Union had been intimidating. I had imagined that you stood up and said your bit and cheered those whose side you were on. Instead, I met a white-tied, formally dressed platoon of young men my age who spoke like weathered orators and gave the proceedings not only the air but the character of practised politicians way above their age and out of my reach. They were on another plane. The idea of making a contribution melted away in the first half hour. I endured the full debate, schooling myself to patience while the grandeur rolled on and my resolution grew that I never could and never would be able to join in such a performance.

I’d heard that if you stayed on to the end then just anyone could jump up and have their brief say, but the well-rehearsed and ritualistic pace of the opening speeches and impressively confident formalities floored me for good. I never went again. That night I dawdled back to the College. It was still the first term and in the misty evenings I liked best, Oxford appeared to rise out of the earth like Excalibur.

The College gate was locked. I knew that the traditional way in was to go round to the back, heave over a wall, navigate through the buildings in the new quad, and head for one of the two alleys to the old. We had been told that this was flouting the College laws and subject to a fine. Few bothered about that. For some reason, after pacing back and forth in front of the main gate I hung around – perhaps I thought someone would come out and I could pop in as they popped out. It would be easier and legal.

As I passed by a ground-floor window for the third time, it was lifted open and a voice said, ‘You can get in






























































Chapter Eight

The next time I made it up to Cumbria, Sarah and I went for the inevitable bike ride. We headed for Bassenthwaite Lake. The Pheasant, an old coaching inn, stood a few yards from the lakeside, which sheltered a small station for boats. In the middle of the lake there were some white-sailed yachts moving, stately, slowly in the light breeze, like swans. We hired a rowing boat. The Skiddaw range of fells reared up behind them providing protective comfort. It was easy to lock in the oars and drift.

‘It’s a bit strange.’

‘It’s like memory lane.’

‘But not quite.’

‘No.’ Sarah smiled and nodded. And then, with visible effort, she added, ‘I’ve missed seeing you.’

From Sarah, such declarations were few. This was said with unusually strong feeling.

‘Me too,’ was the best I could manage. I wanted to say that only now, in this moment, did I fully feel us together and begin to thaw out. ‘I think I’ve only been pretending to enjoy Oxford. There’s plenty to do. And good people. But . . .’

The separation still lay between us.

‘It isn’t anywhere like the same,’ she concluded. And smiled. ‘For me neither.’

‘I keep thinking it wasn’t worth it.’

‘I’m sure it is. It is.’ Sarah spoke emphatically. ‘We’ll get through it. In no time you’ll be back for Christmas.’

Why could I not find anything as cheerful and helpful? I said nothing. The boat lifted and swayed from side to side. Across the lake there was a small church which looked snug beside the water.

‘Let’s go and look.’

I picked up the oars and went across to what proved to be St Bega’s. The church had been founded on a sixth-century Celtic hermit site. Inside the tiny building there was information about St Bega, an Irish princess who had escaped across the Irish sea to what became known as St Bees, and drifted down county until she found a spot, then an island, where she established a nunnery and, it was claimed, brought about miracles. In the middle of that same lake, an information sheet said, Tennyson, while he was staying with a local scholar, had written the passage in his King Arthur poem in which an arm came out of the waters holding the great sword Excalibur. We pulled the boat up onto the shore and walked along the lakeside path looking for a place, which we found, and our lives reconnected. I rowed back slowly, savouring the pace, the return of what had been so strong and happy about our past.

A pub lunch in the bar in which I’d had my first drink. A clumsy game of billiards in a nearby room. Not wanting to touch each other. Unable to leave each other alone. Dawdling back to Wigton and then on to Oulton a couple of miles away where Sarah lived . . .

I got on with my essay the next day while Sarah was at work in the bank. There was time enough to walk around Wigton again which was like drifting through a familiar art gallery. Across Market Hill, up the steps to Birdcage Walk, to Arnison’s, the lemonade factory in which I’d worked in the summer. Down Little Lane to the crossroads. On to Kirkland, or head for Highmoor House with its high Venetian tower? Then Brindlefield, across to South End by way of Brackenlands and into the Showfield, from there along to Park House where my grandparents lived in an atmosphere of unchangedness . . .

We went to the pictures on Monday. I biked back to Oulton with Sarah to our favourite place in the barn. The next morning I caught the first bus to Carlisle and then a couple of connections to Oxford in time for the tutorial. I finished my essay on the train.

Oxford seemed to be rather a dry place, more a theatre than a city, a spectacle rather than a habitation.

‘Everything okay in the north?’

Mr Stone was amused. I nodded and prepared to read the essay.

‘Wigton?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I forgot to ask. What did your mother do in that clothing factory? In Redmayne’s.’

‘She made buttonholes.’

He was impressed.

‘For seven years,’ I said. ‘Until she got married, which meant that she had to leave.’

‘Good Lord . . .’ His smile was generous. ‘Buttonholes . . .’

I began to read my essay to a man who knew so much more about it than I ever would, a man chained to this routine while his own work was straining for attention, a man impressed by buttonholes.





Chapter Eleven

Oxford relishes its mediaevalism – the colleges, the history, the gowns, the whole weaving of the place over nigh on nine hundred years. It is the major factor in defining its unique character. But it is the Grace, in Latin, before dinner which most firmly clings to and celebrates its origins.

It is a two-hand drama. The Warden of the College and a scholar.

Scholars wear long black gowns on a par with those worn by the tutors, the dons. Non-scholars – the majority – wear short gowns, jacket size, known as ‘bum-freezers’.

A senior scholar selects the speakers, turn by turn. In my case, the chief scholar was from one of the mighty northern grammar schools, very confident. He was trying to turn himself into an upper-middle-class dandy. He was clever, sharp and sure of his newly acquired accent. When it came to my turn – in the second year – I was given a pep talk by this chief scholar, delivered at such speed that it confused my painstakingly rehearsed version.

I stood at one end of the High Table peopled by dons and occasional honoured guests. Far away at the other end stood the Warden – in this case Sir Maurice Bowra. There was the problem of his deafness, but all you could do was to forge on. He used a hearing aid which he declared to be ‘very good for knives and forks’. The Grace had to be learned by heart. There was always the feeling that out there among the standing ranks of the black-gowned men there would be those quite pleased to note mistakes. It was as much a trial of nerves as memory.

I was all but frozen in apprehension. It was like those times when I was younger and felt my mind slip out of my body. How could I get it back? However often I had rehearsed it, suddenly the words failed me. A kickstart to the early, rather simple exchanges got me going but it was neck and neck and running dry. Someone else out there was doing the talking. Whoever the ‘I’ was stood his ground robotically and somewhere the words came out, toneless, fragile, desperate – not too heavy a description. There was no safety net. There was no stopping and in my head there seemed no guarantee that I could remember the words, let alone remember them in the right order. Confidence all but collapsed and I clung on to the wreckage for fear of letting go. Exaggerated?

No.

When the Warden banged the long table with his gavel, there was silence, and I had to fill it. Latin had always been my weakest subject! The English translation is here to help the reader. The dining room congregation was expected to follow the Latin.

I took a deep breath and began.

 

Scholar: Benedictus Deus in donis suis

(Blessed be God in his gifts)

Warden: Et sanctus in omnibus operibus suis

(And holy in all his works)

Scholar: Adjutorium nostrum in nomine Domini

(Our aid in the name of the Lord)

Warden: Qui fecit coelum et terram

(Who made Heaven and Earth)

Scholar: Sit nomen Dei benedictum

(Let God’s name be blessed)

Warden: Ex hoc usque in saecula saeculorum

(From now and for ever more)

Scholar: Domine salvam fac Elizabetham Reginam

(God save Queen Elizabeth)

Warden: Et exaudi nos cum invocamus Te

(And hear us when we call upon Thee)

Scholar: Domine Deus, vita et resurrectio credentium, qui semper es laudandus, tum in viventibus, tum in defunctis, agimus Tibi gratias pro Nicolao Wadhamo Armigero et pro Dorothea uxore ejus, fundatoribus nostris defunctis aliisque benefactoribus, quorum beneficiis hic ad pietatem et ad studia literarum alimur, rogantes ut nos, his Tuis donis recte utentes, una cum illis ad resurrectionis gloriam perducamur, per Jesum Christum Dominum nostrum.

(Lord God, the resurrection and the life of all them that believe, who are always to be praised both in the living and the dead, we give Thee thanks for Nicholas Wadham, Knight, and for Dorothy his wife, our late founders, and all other our Benefactors by whose benefits we are here maintained in godliness and the study of letters and beseech Thee that, using Thy gifts rightly, we may be led along with them to the glory of the resurrection, through Jesus Christ our Lord.)

Amen.

(So be it).

Whatever faith or none, we stood silently to the end obeying the tradition of centuries. My legs only just functioned with enough strength for me to sit down. The low encouraging murmur of carefully gathered friends managed to quell the shaking. ‘Not all bad,’ said someone.





Chapter Fifteen

We travelled by boat or coach. The boats, serene and always crowded in that warm summer, nosed down the majestic Rhine at an idle pace which gave us the chance to see the villages and towns, the high perched castles and the immaculate fields. We had been given a cut rate on the boats, yet another example of the Germans’ generosity. Everywhere was in such good order. Franz, the coach driver, liked these days. He pushed on ahead of us in his coach with the props and the luggage and had a pleasant chunk of the day to himself, time to find a cafe, time to sink a beer, play dominoes.

The coach was a small mobile suburb. Sometimes we sang, noisily. But we concentrated on the unfolding view of a neat well-heeled Germany, at odds with the bombs and destruction we had seen on news clips, or in the newspapers. I felt a certain bewilderment – that Germany could look so rich – after all that had happened . . . And, probably, there was envy that while in London and other cities we still struggled to clear up the debris and rebuild ports and cities, those we had helped to defeat appeared to be thriving.

We swapped seats a lot. It was the best time to talk to others in the cast. Friendships were begun. There were girls from St Hilda’s, always happy to chat; ‘Miranda’ was as open and innocent as the part she played. One of the girls talked about her dividends which made her seem to be from a foreign country and open to much gentle teasing. The man who played the lead, Prospero, apart from rarely changing his socks, led the chorus of sightseers, notebook in hand, Diary of a Journey to Germany. In the rather odd way that seems part of a national character, Ulick and I did not hog each other’s company but sought out the empty seat next to one of the rather shy travellers – there was one, Joseph, whom I particularly palled up with.

He came from Manchester and made no attempt to modify his accent. ‘I only came here to see Germany,’ he said. ‘It seemed a cheap way to do it. My dad was in the war. I could never act but they needed somebody to look after the props – I can do that!’

‘Would you want to act?’

‘Not on your nelly! Same thing night after night? I could read the play twenty times over in that time. No. This is the beginning and end of my theatrical career! It’s okay for a short trip. But it’s not what you could call serious.’

He had won a major scholarship in mathematics.

He was very proud of Manchester, particularly its orchestra, the Hallé. ‘I reckon it’s as good as anything you could find in London.’

His family was ‘in the clothing trade’ and he had doubts about whether to join them or stay on at Oxford and put together a university career.

He was black-haired, vivid in his looks, pecking away at every sight, nodding to himself as if he were drawing up an account.

Did he miss Manchester?

‘I do,’ he said. ‘Some people take a swipe at Manchester but it suits me. You’re not supposed to say this, but I think it’s got more going for it than Oxford.’

‘More what?’

‘Life,’ he said, and grinned. ‘That old thing.’

We were headed for Heidelberg, the crown of German universities.

Usually we stayed overnight en-bloc, in a school or a youth hostel, but at Heidelberg most of us had been consigned to German families. Mine was a professor and his wife, no children, who lived in an impeccable house within easy walking distance of the university. I moved there in the afternoon. From the outset I could see the disappointment in his wife’s face. She had been led to believe that a young English gentleman would appear at the door. Instead she opened it to a rumpled, probably rather smelly, long-haired scruff, a peasant.

Her husband was exaggeratedly hospitable. His English was fine, my German non-existent. Embarrassingly, when he showed me some of his precious collection of classics, I attempted to talk in French to make a contribution.

He drove me down to the hall where we were to meet for drinks. I managed to convey that he need not come and fetch me after the event. I could walk back. And, yes, I would very much like to go to his Lutheran church the next morning. And yes, Luther was a great man, a revolutionary man who changed Western civilisation.

It was near the end of the tour and the brakes were slackening. It’s fair to say that we had been something of a success and it had rather gone to our heads. The reviews were far too complimentary. In the hall in Heidelberg some German students had found us. They had brought a glass boot – the size of a riding boot – which they filled and refilled with dark strong beer. It went down a treat. Many toasts were proposed.

‘How can you drink that stuff?’

Joseph had asked for a soft drink.

‘You should try it.’ I heard the slur in my voice but ignored it.

He shook his head. ‘You’re all turning into caricatures of the Roast Beef John Bull Drunken Englishmen.’

I think I laughed. I was getting brain-soaked on this heavy beer.

Walking back was a touch heroic, I thought, at the time, that is if anything at the time could be described as a thought. But I weaved fairly steadily around the pavements and made the side entrance and shoved in the key I had been loaned. Went upstairs. Must have got into bed. Woke up in the dark being violently, convulsively sick.

It was awful. It was shameful. It was too sudden. I was too enfeebled to make for the lavatory. I put on the light. It was a terrible, horrible, stinking mess.

I tried to clean it up. I tried hard. Used towels, pillowcases, a bed sheet. Streams of water. Then, back again. Back to bed to dead sleep until the polite knock at the door – time for breakfast.

I have no idea how I negotiated the next stage. Dressing in my spare clothes which scarcely stank. Finding my way to breakfast. Outside I must have seemed reasonably composed if a little pale; inside was an unabatable turbulence threatening another volcanic euption at any moment, as if a broomstick were churning up my guts.

But the professor got us to the church on time, although I do have a brief but piercing memory of the woman of the house looking at me as if I were something the dog had dragged in. And she had not yet, at that point, seen my room . . .

My luminous experience of being in a Lutheran chapel listening to the words of the great German Protestant in his own language, a man who changed the Christian world, in a building spare, ascetic, all under control, was memorable. I perspired a lot. The professor was well aware of the dilemma, and smiled, a little nervously, but it was still a smile and it was fixed all the way back in the car.

She was waiting for us. My soiled belongings were tumbling out of a large canvas bag. Thank God I didn’t understand German. But there was not the slightest doubt about the subject, the intensity and the disgust of her scorn. And the rage! The rage! The rage! Her husband, as far as I could see, tried his best to offer a defence, an excuse, an olive branch, but this made her even stronger, standing in her door frame, like a Fury. My apologies were sincere, abject, ignored. Who could blame her, I thought, then and since, as that scene flares up in shameful memory, who could blame her? I was rank with indelible remorse and, when I recollect the scene, I still am.

Her husband’s suggestion that he drive me back was resisted. But he resisted his wife and we drove back in silence, two sadly apologetic men. We shook hands formally on parting. ‘Like gentlemen,’ I heard, I swear it. I had let everybody down. I spent the rest of the day sweating and shivering and skulking away from everyone, until the performance.

* * *

On the day we turned back for England, Joseph sought me out. ‘Must have been horrible,’ he said. He had been a pal.

‘It was.’

He paused.

‘I’m not coming with the rest of you. It’s been a useful way to see Germany. I thought I’d never have the guts to come here . . . but it was helpful being with you all . . .’

‘Will you stay here?’

Joseph shook his head.

‘I’m moving on to Poland,’ he said, ‘it has to be done.’ His expression was very determined.

I was puzzled. Poland? But I said nothing. Joseph’s mood did not lead to further comment. We shook hands.

‘There are a lot of Jews in Manchester,’ he said and turned away. I saw him brace his shoulders as he walked on. He raised his left arm, still with his back to me. His wave was gentle.

Then the penny dropped.





Chapter Eighteen

Waiting for him, I was making a bad shot at being inconspicuous. I walked up and down in front of the College. He had come to Reading with the Cumbrian bowling team which gave us this chance. But for a lack of a military uniform, I could have been guarding the place. I was smoking Disque Bleu, the French cigarettes I had adopted when I worked there for a few weeks before Oxford. They had been cheap, exotic, gave a kick and soon became a habit – and available in Oxford. Smoking was more than a mannerism; it helped define a character. I liked offering cigarettes and being offered a cigarette, tasting different brands and picking them out in tobacconists, the shelves as crowded with fags as a sweet shop with sweets. There was a certain social security – you were never alone with a cigarette and the faint pressure of the soft packet of Disque Bleu in the pocket promised instant content and evidence of a generous nature. Films were populated with stars who pulled out a cigarette at crucial moments.

Finally my father came around the corner from Broad Street, a cigarette in his left hand as usual, Capstan Full Strength as always, ambling. He looked around calmly, a wave with his free hand when he saw me waiting for him. His manner, which had been cautious and rather shy, perked up. Again he waved his cigarette hand in my direction and came across to the entrance to the College.

The shyness I had picked up from his manner when I first saw him across the road was more intense when we met.

‘So you got the letter,’ he said.

‘There wasn’t time to reply.’

‘I knew you’d be here.’

His eyes wandered across the front of the College.

‘And this is it.’

‘It is.’ I laughed. ‘The barracks.’

Dad lowered his voice.

‘I had a walk through the town . . .’ He nodded. ‘It makes you think.’

‘That’s what we’re here for.’

We smiled at each other and for a few moments I felt we were stuck there, stuck on the pavement, neither of us knowing what to do, quite content.

‘I was at Reading for the bowls,’ he said, almost apologetically.

‘How did you get on?’

‘We got to the quarter-finals. But then there’s some good bowlers around. And I thought . . .’

‘That you’d come here and say hello. I’m glad you did!’

He nodded, somehow embarrassed.

‘We could look around the College,’ I said.

He nodded again. ‘I’d like that.’

It was early autumn, the beginning of my second year. I’d been allocated a room of my own at the top of Staircase One. Small, an attic, a bit of a hutch but snug. Far easier for work. I thought we might brave that later on but first of all we made a tour. The Chapel where the choir, luckily, was taking its afternoon practice. We stood at the back and listened. I think that the place itself was already working on my father and his intensity of enjoyment matched the choir’s rehearsal. The dining hall was being laid for dinner, the long oak tables, the rapid organisation of crockery and cutlery, the gleam from the high polish which caught the rays of the early evening sun, the high rafters. My father was very quiet.

He smiled at the neatness of the lawns; ‘your grandfather would have appreciated that’. Dad responded to the two or three nods which came our way from a thin traffic of undergraduates who spotted that this was father and son. Their manners were a silent welcome. The Common Room was too crowded and too complicated to enter. We turned back towards the main quad.

On the way we passed alongside the biggest garden, distinguished by a magnificent copper beech tree. Beyond it was the Fellows’ Garden, exclusive to the dons and their guests, and finally, the smallest of all, the Warden’s Garden. I described each one on our tour and my father’s appreciation broadened. ‘You treat yourselves well,’ he said. ‘It reminds me of a house I once worked in, it was alongside Ullswater, a beautiful place, very grand. Your Aunty Mary and Aunty Elsie worked there and got me a start as a boots boy. The two places here have a similar feel to them.’

Mr Stone came out of the Senior Common Room as we made for the gate. He stopped as soon as he saw us. ‘This is my father,’ I said. ‘And this is Mr Stone, one of the tutors. He does history.’

Lawrence held out his hand. He was taller than my father.

‘I’ve heard something about you,’ my father said. ‘He’ – he nodded at me – ‘has a very high opinion of you. He says you’re hard to please.’

Mr Stone laughed. ‘I’m on the way for a cup of tea in my rooms. Would you like to join me?’

Dad gave me a quick glance – for permission, I guess. I nodded. Dad said, ‘I’d like that.’

Lawrence Stone’s room was smack above the entrance porch, accessed by a narrow spiral of stone steps which led to a wonderful octagonal-shaped room in which we received our teaching. Mr Stone did his research and writing here. It was a unique room with a double aspect. One set of tall windows looked out into the front quad and the other out into a street which led down to Wren’s Sheldonian. The founders of the Royal Society in 1660 had assembled there in what was then Christopher Wren’s room. He had designed the magnificent Sheldonian Theatre in Oxford, as well as St Paul’s Cathedral in London. When I had first walked into that room, small as it was, I had felt much the same as when I walked into a cathedral or a country church. The same hush with all the layers of worship. Now, with my father, I felt doubly moved.

I realised then, and if not then soon afterwards, that there had been a change in how my father and I saw each other.

Until then, I had been protected by him and looked up to him. He led. That day it was his nervousness that cued me. My father, with a glance, a gesture, a tone in his voice, now relied on me to get through this; at first. He soon relaxed. I felt it then as I feel it now, a pride in him and a sadness.

I saw his scan of the bookshelves in the historic and lovely room. I thought I could hear him think. Later he said to me, ‘I would just like to have sat down and been able to read anything I wanted, just to be in a place like that and read those books.’ I saw that gaze, not of envy, but wonder that there were lives that could be lived like this and his son was part of it. Mr Stone’s unaffected kindness and the resonance of the room on which Mr Stone had delivered a brief history had transported my father into a different world. He would never forget that visit. This was, for him, a perfect place partly because it was for me but also because he knew, in a way he had not known before, that this place, the books, the scholarly attention of Mr Stone represented a world he had never even dreamt of and would never encounter again. And I was living it.

Dad soon pulled himself together and relaxed. I can still ‘see’ that but I can also ‘see’ the look he gave me. A modest smile of such pride and happiness for me. It was fleeting but unforgettable. Soon he picked up the poise and openness which made him such a well-loved man. But a change had been made between us.

* * *

Mr Stone poured the cups of tea and brought them over to the small table beside the sofa where my father and I were rather uncomfortably poised.

Mr Stone had alluded to his time in a submarine in World War II. ‘It was thought to be out of reach of the Germans,’ he said.

‘I worked at a place called Kirkbride before the war started,’ my father said, bucked up by the reference Mr Stone had made to the war. ‘That was considered way off the beaten path and damaged planes would hedge-hop to there often from Kent. We fettled them up to make them serviceable for re-entry into action. It was an aeroplane hospital. It was a reserved occupation but I signed up after a few months.’

‘There’s no doubt that in those early years it was the Air Force that held the line,’ Mr Stone said. ‘I’m not terribly fond of all Churchill’s tub-thumping, but when he said “never have so many owed so much to so few”, he had a point. A friend of mine is writing about the Polish pilots who became part of the RAF. As always, a mixture of high adventure, heroics and bungling. Did your son give you some idea of this place?’

‘He did. Except what goes on is what goes on in their heads really, isn’t that all that matters?’

‘I’ll suggest to the Warden that he hires you!’ Mr Stone smiled.

‘But I wonder’ – Dad was settled in – ‘what relevance does most of what they learn here have on what they do afterwards.’

Mr Stone smiled; he had a sweet smile tinged with a twinkle of mischief.

‘We can’t really solve that one,’ he said. ‘We teach teachers to teach as we were taught. And doctors. Scientists go on to bring health to the world – and historians . . .’ He looked at me and laughed. ‘In some cases the best we can hope for is that we have lined their minds.’

‘Do you really believe that, Mr Stone?’

‘I do. I believe that any serious discipline properly pursued will train and organise the mind and could improve a life.’

‘How do you know when you’ve done that?’

I was a little uneasy at Dad’s persistence. Mr Stone was completely unfazed.

‘I don’t think we can, definitively. They get better at exams. Is that very important?’ He paused. ‘We don’t know. They store more knowledge, but even then what great advantage is there of turning the brain into a library? Why not just reach out for a book, and find the necessary text? Why not leave the mind alone to play its own games as it does with the great poets and musicians and philosophers? There’s no answer.’

Both my father and myself were struck by and to some extent struck dumb by Mr Stone’s amiable line of persuasive argument.

‘What’s learning for then?’ my father asked.

The tutor laughed.

‘If I knew that, I’d be a rare bird. Obvious learning is in knowing where countries are, what languages people speak, how to build a house, how to plough a field, on and on we could go about what we learn. And need to learn. And want to learn. Perhaps we are the learning species. Perhaps that’s the key to all we are. But it’s what you do with this learning that matters. A little learning can be dangerous, they say, but a little learning can also breed a new encyclopaedia of knowledge. And knowledge can come and indeed has come from here, there and everywhere. We are just some of the temporary custodians.’

***

‘Does he talk like that all the time?’ my father asked, as we walked along to the pub.

‘A bit. But not quite like that. I think he was just enjoying himself and hoped that you were.’

‘I certainly was. Wonderful being able to listen to a man like that every day.’

My father was silent for a few moments. I responded for him.

‘He wants, I don’t know how to say it, to open things up, to make us think harder or in a different way, and even play games just to show what’s possible.’

‘Well, I’ll never forget it,’ said my father. ‘I’ll make sure never to forget it. He made me see what it’s all about, that’s for certain . . . for certain. What a good man!’

We went into the pub next door. I had hoped that Ulick, Robert or Alan might be there but no luck. Still, even at this early hour it was almost full.

‘It runs itself, a place like this,’ my father said, looking around. ‘I bet these lads come in most nights. No trouble. Steady trade. Pleasant talk. A pub in Oxford would be a walkover.’

We went down Broad Street, past Trinity College and Balliol, crossing the road at the Martyr’s Memorial to go by the Randolph towards Worcester College and then on to the railway station, Dad looking around constantly and always with an expression of pleasure as if it said, ‘This is the place and what a place this is.’

He would take the train to Reading Station where the coach was detailed to pick up the Cumbrian bowlers at 9 p.m. and travel back north.

I did not intend to, but at the last minute I got on the train with him. When we reached Reading we went over to the waiting coach.

A warm night. The right end to the day. Dad reached out to shake my hand.

‘Who’d have thought it?’ he said, and repeated, ‘who’d have thought it?’ There was that moment of pause – how should we part? There was the slightest tremor in his voice – which I caught.

My father pulled out his packet of Capstan. ‘Have one of mine for a change,’ he said. ‘It’ll do you good.’
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