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About the Book

Much more than just a memoir, this is Richard Branson’s own take on his extraordinary life so far – and a definitive business guide that reveals his unique philosophy on commerce, success and life.

Richard looks back on how Virgin grew from a mail-order music business into the global brand it is today, and how, rather like his balloon flights, the years have been as much about endurance and survival as they have been about runaway success. He shares the inside story of his latest projects in the areas of health, the environment and the media, as well as his reflections on his own intrepid adventures and family life.

From the $25 million Virgin Earth Challenge to the launch of Virgin Galactic, this is a powerful and unique inside look into the life of an iconic global entrepreneur.


About the Author

Sir Richard Branson is a global entrepreneur, adventurer and founder of the Virgin Group, one of the world's most recognised and respected brands. He is the international bestselling author of seven books, including the classic Losing My Virginity and the new autobiography Finding My Virginity. He lives on Necker Island in the British Virgin Islands, is married to Joan, father to Holly and Sam and proud grand-dude to four grandchildren.


Praise

‘Grabs you on page one and never lets go … read what makes this brilliant and hardworking man tick’ Spectator

‘Candid and humorous’ The Times

‘An incredible man, and this is an incredible autobiography … a great read – sex, balloons, intrigue and money’ Sunday Business

‘For anyone burning with entrepreneurial zeal, his reminiscences are akin to a sacred text’ Mail on Sunday

‘Branson bares his soul – and everything else – in a non-fiction blockbuster … a must-read’ Business Age


RICHARD
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A special thank-you to Edward Whitley for helping me pull this project together. Edward spent two years in my company, practically lived in my house, waded through 25 years of scribbled notebooks and helped bring them to life.


Prologue

‘Screw it. Let’s do it.’

Tuesday 7 January 1997, Morocco

5.30a.m.

I WOKE BEFORE JOAN and sat up in bed. From across Marrakech I heard the wavering cry of the muezzins calling people to prayer over the loudspeakers. I still hadn’t written to Holly and Sam, so I tore a page out of my notebook and wrote them a letter in case I didn’t return.

Dear Holly and Sam,

Life can seem rather unreal at times. Alive and well and loving one day. No longer there the next.

As you both know I always had an urge to live life to its full. That meant I was lucky enough to live the life of many people during my 46 years. I loved every minute of it and I especially loved every second of my time with both of you and Mum.

I know that many people thought us foolish for embarking on this latest adventure. I was convinced they were wrong. I felt that everything we had learnt from our Atlantic and Pacific adventures would mean that we’d have a safe flight. I thought that the risks were acceptable. Obviously I’ve been proved wrong.

However, I regret nothing about my life except not being with Joan to finally help you grow up. By the ages of twelve and fifteen your characters have already developed. We’re both so proud of you. Joan and I couldn’t have had two more delightful kids. You are both kind, considerate, full of life (even witty!). What more could we both want?

Be strong. I know it won’t be easy. But we’ve had a wonderful life together and you’ll never forget all the good times we’ve had.

Live life to its full yourselves. Enjoy every minute of it. Love and look after Mum as if she’s both of us.

I love you,

Dad

I folded the letter into a small square and put it in my pocket. Fully clothed and ready, I lay down beside Joan and hugged her. While I felt wide awake and nervous, she felt warm and sleepy in my arms. Holly and Sam came into our room and cuddled into bed between us. Then Sam slipped off with his cousins to go to the launch site and see the balloon in which I hoped shortly to fly round the world. Joan and Holly stayed with me while I spoke to Martin, the meteorologist. The flight, he said, was definitely on – we had the best weather conditions for five years. I then called Tim Evans, our doctor. He had just been with Rory McCarthy, our third pilot, and had bad news: Rory couldn’t fly. He had mild pneumonia, and if he was in a capsule for three weeks it could get much worse. I immediately called up Rory and commiserated with him.

‘See you in the dining room,’ I said. ‘Let’s have breakfast.’

6.20a.m.

By the time Rory and I met in the hotel dining room, it was deserted. The journalists who had been following the preparations for the launch over the previous 24 hours had already left for the launch site.

Rory and I met and hugged each other. We both cried. As well as becoming a close friend as our third pilot on the balloon flight, Rory and I had been joining forces recently on a number of business deals. Just before we had come out to Morocco, he had bought a share in our new record label, V2, and had invested in Virgin Clothes and Virgin Vie, our new cosmetics company.

‘I can’t believe I’m letting you down,’ Rory said. ‘I’m never ill – never, ever.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I assured him. ‘It happens. We’ve got Alex, who weighs half what you do. We’ll fly far further with him on board.’

‘Seriously, if you don’t come back,’ Rory said, ‘I’ll carry on where you left off.’

‘Well, thanks!’ I said, laughing nervously.

Alex Ritchie was already out at the launch site supervising the mad dash to get the capsule ready with Per Lindstrand, the veteran hot-air balloonist who had introduced me to the sport. Alex was the brilliant engineer who had designed the capsule. Until then, nobody had succeeded in building a system that sustained balloon flights at jet-stream levels. Although it was he who had built both our Atlantic and Pacific capsules, I didn’t know him well, and it was too late to find out much about him now. Despite having no flight training, Alex had bravely made the decision to come with us. If all went well with the flight, we’d have about three weeks to get to know each other. About as intimately as any of us would want.

Unlike my crossings with Per of the Pacific and Atlantic oceans by hot-air balloon, on this trip we would not heat air until we needed to: the balloon had an inner core of helium which would take us up. Per’s plan was to heat the air around that core during the night, which in turn would heat the helium, which would otherwise contract, grow heavy and sink.

Joan, Holly and I held hands and the three of us embraced. It was time to go.

8.30a.m.

We all saw it at the same time. As we drove along the dirt road out to the Moroccan air base, it looked as if a new mosque had sprouted overnight. Above the bending, dusty palm trees, a stunning white orb rose up like a mother-of-pearl dome. It was the balloon. Men on horseback galloped along the side of the road, guns slung over their shoulders, heading for the air base. Everyone was drawn to this huge, gleaming white balloon hanging in the air, tall and slender.

9.15a.m.

The balloon was cordoned off, and round the perimeter railing was an amazing collection of people. The entire complement of the air base stood off to one side in serried ranks, dressed in smart navy-blue uniforms. In front of them was the traditional Moroccan collection of dancing women in white shawls, hollering, wailing and whooping. Then a group of horsemen dressed in Berber costume and brandishing antique muskets galloped into view and lined up in front of the balloon. For an awful moment, I thought they would fire a celebratory salvo and puncture the balloon. Per, Alex and I gathered in the capsule and did a final check of all the systems. The sun was rising rapidly and the helium was beginning to expand.

10.15a.m.

We had done all the checks, and were ready to go. I hugged Joan, Holly and Sam one last time. I was amazed at Joan’s strength. Holly had been by my side for the last four days, and she too appeared to be totally in control of the situation. I thought that Sam was as well, but then he burst into tears and pulled me towards him, refusing to let go. I almost started crying with him. I will never forget the anguished strength of his hug. Then he kissed me, let go and hugged Joan. I ran across to kiss Mum and Dad goodbye. Mum pressed a letter into my hand. ‘Open it after six days,’ she said. I silently hoped we would last that long.

10.50a.m.

There was nothing left to do except climb up the steel steps into the capsule. For a second I hesitated and wondered when and where I would put my feet back on solid ground – or water. There was no time to think ahead. I stepped in through the hatch. Per was by the main controls; I sat by the camera equipment and Alex sat in the seat by the trap door.

11.19a.m.

Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five … Per counted down and I concentrated on working the cameras. My hand kept darting down to check my parachute buckle. I tried not to think about the huge balloon above us, and the six vast fuel tanks strapped round our capsule. Four, three, two, one … and Per threw the lever which fired the bolts which severed the anchor cables and we lifted silently and swiftly into the sky. There was no roar of the burners: our ascent was like that of a child’s party balloon. We just rose up, up and away and then, as we caught the morning breeze, we headed over Marrakech.

The emergency door was still open as we soared up, and we waved down at the, by now, little people. Every detail of Marrakech, its square pink walls, the large town square, the green courtyards and fountains hidden behind high walls, was laid out below us. By 10,000 feet it became cold and the air grew thin. We shut the trap door. From now on we were on our own. We were pressurised, and the pressure would mount.

Our first fax came through the machine just after midday.

‘Oh God!’ Per handed it over. ‘Look at this.’

‘Please be aware that the connectors on the fuel tanks are locked on,’ I read.

This was our first mistake. The connectors should have been locked off so that, if we got into trouble and started falling, we could jettison a one-ton fuel tank by way of ballast.

‘If that’s our only mistake, we’re not doing badly,’ I said, in an attempt to cheer Per up.

‘We need to get down to 5,000 feet and then I’ll climb out and unlock them,’ Alex said. ‘It’s not a problem.’

It was impossible to lose height during the day because the sun was heating the helium. The only immediate solution was to release helium, which, once released, would be impossible to regain. We couldn’t afford to lose any helium. So we agreed to wait for nightfall to bring the balloon down. It was a nagging worry. We didn’t know how this balloon would fly at night, and with our fuel tanks locked on our ability to escape trouble was limited.

Although Alex and I tried to brush off the problem of the locked canisters, it sent Per into a fierce depression. He sat slumped by the controls in a furious silence, speaking only when we asked him a direct question.

We flew serenely for the rest of the day. The views over the Atlas Mountains were exhilarating, their jagged peaks capped with snow gleaming up at us in the glorious sunshine. The capsule was cramped, full of supplies to last us eighteen days. It emerged that failing to lock off the connectors was not the only thing we’d forgotten. We’d also neglected to pack any lavatory paper, so we had to wait to receive faxes before we could go down the tiny spiral staircase to the loo. And my Moroccan stomach was in need of a lot of faxes. Per maintained his glowering silence, but Alex and I were just grateful that we knew about the canisters then rather than finding out the hard way.

As we approached the Algerian border we had a second shock when the Algerians informed us that we were heading straight for Béchar, their top military base. They told us that we could not fly over it: ‘You are not, repeat not, authorised to enter this area,’ said the fax.

We had no choice.

I spent about two hours on the satellite phone to Mike Kendrick, our flight controller, and tried various British ministers. Eventually André Azoulay, the Moroccan minister who had ironed out all our problems for the launch in Morocco, came to the rescue again. He explained to the Algerians that we could not change our direction and that we did not have powerful cameras on board. They accepted this, and relented.

As the good news came through, I scribbled down notes in my logbook. As I turned over another page, there was a handwritten note from Sam, in thick black ink and Sellotaped to the page: ‘To Dad, I hope you have a great time. Safe journey. Lots and lots of love, your son Sam.’ I recalled that he’d slipped into the capsule without me the previous night, and now I knew why.

By 5p.m. we were still flying at 30,000 feet. Per started firing the burners to heat the air inside the envelope. Although we burnt for an hour, just after 6p.m. the balloon started losing height steadily.

‘Something’s wrong with the theory here,’ Per said.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know.’

Per was firing the burners continuously, but the balloon was still heading down. We lost 1,000 feet, and then another 500 feet. It was getting colder all the time as the sun disappeared. It was clear that the helium was rapidly contracting, becoming a dead weight on top of us.

‘We’ve got to dump ballast,’ Per said. He was frightened. We all were.

We pulled levers to dump the lead weights which were on the bottom of the capsule. These were meant to be held in reserve for about two weeks. They fell away from the capsule and I saw them on my video screen dropping like bombs. I had a horrible feeling that this was just the start of a disaster. The capsule was bigger than the Atlantic and Pacific ones, but it was still a metal box hanging off a giant balloon, at the mercy of the winds and weather.

It was now getting dark. Without the lead weights, we steadied for a while, but then the balloon started falling once more. This time the fall was faster. We dropped 2,000 feet in one minute; 2,000 feet the next. My ears went numb and then popped, and I felt my stomach rising up, pressing against my ribcage. We were at only 15,000 feet. I tried to stay calm, focusing intently on the cameras and the altimeter, rapidly going through the options available. We needed to jettison the fuel tanks. But, as soon as we did so, the trip was over. I bit my lip. We were somewhere over the Atlas Mountains in darkness, and we were heading for a horrible crash-landing. None of us spoke. I made some rapid calculations.

‘At this rate of fall we’ve got seven minutes,’ I said.

‘OK,’ Per said. ‘Open the hatch. Depressurise.’

We opened the trap door at 12,000 feet, dropping to 11,000 feet, and with a breathtaking rush of freezing air the capsule depressurised. Alex and I started throwing everything overboard: food, water, oil cans, anything that wasn’t built into the capsule. Everything. Even a wodge of dollars. For five minutes, this stalled our fall. There was no question of continuing. We just had to save our lives.

‘It’s not enough,’ I said, seeing the altimeter drop to 9,000 feet. ‘We’re still falling.’

‘OK, I’m going out on the roof,’ Alex said. ‘The fuel tanks have got to go.’

Since Alex practically built the capsule, he knew exactly how to undo the locks. In the panic I realised that, if Rory had been on board instead, we’d have been stuck. We would have had no choice but to parachute. Right now we’d be tumbling out into the night over the Atlas Mountains. The burners roared overhead, casting a fierce orange light over us.

‘Have you parachuted before?’ I shouted at Alex.

‘Never,’ he said.

‘That’s your ripcord,’ I said, pushing his hand to it.

‘It’s 7,000 feet and falling,’ Per called out. ‘6,600 feet now.’

Alex climbed through the hatch, on to the top of the capsule. It was difficult to feel how fast we were dropping. My ears had now blocked. If the locks were frozen and Alex wasn’t able to free the fuel cans, we’d have to jump. We had only a few minutes left. I looked up at the hatch and rehearsed what we would have to do: one hand to the rim, step out, and jump into the darkness. My hand instinctively felt for my parachute. I checked to see that Per was wearing his. Per was watching the altimeter. The numbers were falling fast.

We had only 6,000 feet to play with and it was dark – no, 5,500 feet. If Alex was up there for another minute, we’d have 3,500 feet. I stood with my head through the hatch, paying out the strap and watching Alex as he worked his way round the top of the capsule. It was pitch-dark below us and freezing cold. We couldn’t see the ground. The phone and fax were ringing incessantly. Ground control must have been wondering what the hell we were doing.

‘One’s off,’ Alex shouted through the hatch.

‘3,700 feet,’ Per said.

‘Another one,’ Alex said.

‘3,400 feet.’

‘Another one.’

‘2,900 feet, 2,400.’

It was too late to bale out. By the time we’d jumped, we’d be smashing into the mountains rushing up to meet us.

‘Get back in,’ Per yelled. ‘Now.’

Alex fell back through the hatch.

We braced ourselves. Per threw the lever to disconnect a fuel tank. If this bolt failed, we’d be dead in about sixty seconds. The tank dropped away and the balloon jerked to an abrupt halt. It felt like an elevator hitting the ground. We were flattened into our seats, my head crammed down into my shoulders. Then the balloon began to rise. We watched the altimeter: 2,600, 2,700, 2,800 feet. We were safe. In ten minutes we were up past 3,000 feet and the balloon was heading back into the night sky.

I knelt on the floor beside Alex and hugged him.

‘Thank God you’re with us,’ I said. ‘We’d be dead without you.’

They say that a dying man reviews his life in the final seconds before his death. In my case this was not true. As we hurtled down towards becoming a fireball on the Atlas Mountains and I thought that we were going to die, all I could think of was that, if I escaped with my life, I would never do this again. As we rose up towards safety, Alex told us a story of a rich man who set out to swim the Channel: he went down to the beach, set up his deck chair and a table laid with cucumber sandwiches and strawberries, and then announced that his man would now swim the Channel for him. At that moment, it didn’t sound like such a bad idea.

Throughout that first night, we fought to keep control of the balloon. At one point it started a continuous ascent, rising for no apparent reason. We finally realised that one of the remaining fuel tanks had sprung a leak: we had been unwittingly jettisoning fuel. As dawn approached, we made preparations to land. Below was the Algerian desert, an inhospitable place at the best of times, more so in a country in the middle of a civil war.

The desert was not the yellow sandy sweep of soft dunes which you expect from watching Lawrence of Arabia. The bare earth was red and rocky, as barren as the surface of Mars, the rocks standing upright like vast termites’ nests. Alex and I sat up on the roof of the capsule, marvelling at the dawn as it broke over the desert. We were aware this was a day that we might not have survived to see. The rising sun and the growing warmth of the day seemed infinitely precious. Watching the balloon’s shadow slip across the desert floor, it was hard to believe it was the same contraption that had plummeted towards the Atlas Mountains in the middle of the night.

The still-attached fuel tanks were blocking Per’s view, so Alex talked him in to land. As we neared the ground Alex shouted out:

‘Power line ahead!’

Per shouted back that we were in the middle of the Sahara and there couldn’t possibly be a power line. ‘You must be seeing a mirage,’ he bawled.

Alex insisted that he come up and see for himself: we had managed to find the only power line in the Sahara.

Despite the vast barren desert all around us, within minutes of our landing there were signs of life. A group of Berber tribesmen materialised from the rocks. At first they kept their distance. We were about to offer them some water and the few remaining supplies, when we heard the clattering roar of gunship helicopters. They must have tracked us on their radar. As quickly as they had appeared, the Berber vanished. Two helicopters landed close by, throwing up clouds of dust, and soon we were surrounded by impassive soldiers holding machine guns, apparently unsure where to point them.

‘Allah,’ I said, encouragingly.

For a moment they stood still, but their curiosity got the better of them and they came forward. We showed their officer around the capsule, and he marvelled at the remaining fuel tanks.

As we stood outside the capsule, I wondered what these Algerian soldiers thought of it. I looked back, and saw it for a moment through their eyes. The remaining fuel tanks were painted like vast cans of Virgin Cola and Virgin Energy in bright red and yellow. Among the many slogans on the side of the capsule were ones for Virgin Atlantic, Virgin Direct (now Virgin Money), Virgin Territory and Virgin Cola. It was probably lucky for us that the devoutly Muslim soldiers could not understand the writing round the top of the Virgin Energy can: DESPITE WHAT YOU MAY HAVE HEARD THERE IS ABSOLUTELY NO EVIDENCE THAT VIRGIN ENERGY IS AN APHRODISIAC.

* * *

As I looked at the capsule standing in the red sand, and relived the harrowing drop towards the Atlas Mountains, I renewed my vow that I would never attempt this again. In perfect contradiction to this, at the back of my mind I also knew that, as soon as I was home and had talked to the other balloonists who were trying to fly round the world, I would agree to have one last go. It’s an irresistible challenge and it’s now buried too deeply inside for me to give up.

The two questions I am most often asked are, Why do you risk your neck ballooning? and, Where is the Virgin Group going? In some ways the sight of the ballooning capsule standing in the middle of the Algerian desert, with its cluster of Virgin names plastered over it, summed up these prime questions.

I knew that I would attempt another balloon flight because it’s one of the few great challenges left. As soon as I’ve banished the terrors of each actual flight, I once again feel confident that we can learn from our mistakes and achieve the next one safely.

The wider question of where the Virgin Group will end up is impossible to answer. Rather than be too academic about it all, which is not the way I think, I have written this book to demonstrate how we made Virgin what it is today. If you read carefully between the lines you will, I hope, understand what our vision for the Virgin Group is, and you will see where I am going. Some people say that my vision for Virgin breaks all the rules and is too wildly kaleidoscopic; others say that Virgin has become one of the leading brand names of the century; others analyse it down to the last degree and then write academic papers on it. As for me, I just pick up the phone and get on with it. Both the series of balloon flights and the numerous Virgin companies I have set up form a seamless series of challenges which I can date from my childhood.

When I was searching for titles, David Tait, who runs the American side of Virgin Atlantic, suggested that I call it Virgin: The Art of Business Strategy and Competitive Analysis.

‘Not bad,’ I told him, ‘but I’m not sure it’s catchy enough.’

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘the subtitle would be Oh Screw It, Let’s Do It.’


1 ‘A family that would have killed for each other.’

1950–1963

MY CHILDHOOD IS SOMETHING of a blur to me now, but there are several episodes that stand out. I do remember that my parents continually set us challenges. My mother was determined to make us independent. When I was four years old, she stopped the car a few miles from our house and made me find my own way home across the fields. I got hopelessly lost. My youngest sister Vanessa’s earliest memory is being woken up in the dark one January morning because Mum had decided I should cycle to Bournemouth that day. Mum packed some sandwiches and an apple and told me to find some water along the way.

Bournemouth was fifty miles away from our home in Shamley Green, Surrey. I was under twelve, but Mum thought that it would teach me the importance of stamina and a sense of direction. I remember setting off in the dark, and I have a vague recollection of staying the night with a relative. I have no idea how I found their house, or how I got back to Shamley Green the next day, but I do remember finally walking into the kitchen like a conquering hero, feeling tremendously proud of my marathon bike ride and expecting a huge welcome.

‘Well done, Ricky,’ Mum greeted me in the kitchen, where she was chopping onions. ‘Was that fun? Now, could you run along to the vicar’s? He’s got some logs he wants chopping and I told him that you’d be back any minute.’

Our challenges tended to be physical rather than academic, and soon we were setting them for ourselves. I have an early memory of learning how to swim. I was either four or five, and we had been on holiday in Devon with Dad’s sisters, Auntie Joyce and Aunt Wendy, and Wendy’s husband, Uncle Joe. I was particularly fond of Auntie Joyce, and at the beginning of the holiday she had bet me ten shillings that I couldn’t learn to swim by the end of the fortnight. I spent hours in the sea trying to swim against the freezing-cold waves, but by the last day I still couldn’t do it. I just splashed along with one foot hopping on the bottom. I’d lunge forward and crash beneath the waves before spluttering up to the surface trying not to swallow the seawater.

‘Never mind, Ricky,’ Auntie Joyce said. ‘There’s always next year.’

But I was determined not to wait that long. Auntie Joyce had made me a bet, and I doubted that she would remember it the next year. On our last day we got up early, packed the cars and set out on the twelve-hour journey home. The roads were narrow; the cars were slow; and it was a hot day. Everyone wanted to get home. As we drove along I saw a river.

‘Daddy, can you stop the car, please?’ I said.

This river was my last chance: I was sure that I could swim and win Auntie Joyce’s ten shillings.

‘Please stop!’ I shouted.

Dad looked in the rear-view mirror, slowed down and pulled up on the grass verge.

‘What’s the matter?’ Aunt Wendy asked as we all piled out of the car.

‘Ricky’s seen the river down there,’ Mum said. ‘He wants to have a final go at swimming.’

‘Don’t we want to get on and get home?’ Aunt Wendy complained. ‘It’s such a long drive.’

‘Come on, Wendy. Let’s give the lad a chance,’ Auntie Joyce said. ‘After all, it’s my ten shillings.’

I pulled off my clothes and ran down to the riverbank in my underpants. I didn’t dare stop in case anyone changed their mind. By the time I reached the water’s edge I was rather frightened. Out in the middle of the river, the water was flowing fast with a stream of bubbles dancing over the boulders. I found a part of the bank that had been trodden down by some cows, and waded out into the current. The mud squeezed up between my toes. I looked back. Uncle Joe and Aunt Wendy and Auntie Joyce, my parents and sister Lindi stood watching me, the ladies in floral dresses, the men in sports jackets and ties. Dad was lighting his pipe and looking utterly unconcerned; Mum was smiling her usual encouragement.

I braced myself and jumped forward against the current, but I immediately felt myself sinking, my legs slicing uselessly through the water. The current pushed me around, tore at my underpants and dragged me downstream. I couldn’t breathe and I swallowed water. I tried to reach up to the surface, but had nothing to push against. I kicked and writhed around but it was no help.

Then my foot found a stone and I pushed up hard. I came back above the surface and took a deep breath. The breath steadied me, and I relaxed. I had to win that ten shillings.

I kicked slowly, spread my arms, and found myself swimming across the surface. I was still bobbing up and down, but I suddenly felt released: I could swim. I didn’t care that the river was pulling me downstream. I swam triumphantly out into the middle of the current. Above the roar and bubble of the water I heard my family clapping and cheering. As I swam in a lopsided circle and came back to the riverbank some fifty yards below them, I saw Auntie Joyce fish in her huge black handbag for her purse. I crawled up out of the water, brushed through a patch of stinging nettles and ran up the bank. I may have been cold, muddy and stung by the nettles, but I could swim.

‘Here you are, Ricky,’ Auntie Joyce said. ‘Well done.’

I looked at the ten-shilling note in my hand. It was large, brown and crisp. I had never held that amount of money before: it seemed a fortune.

‘All right, everyone,’ Dad said. ‘On we go.’

It was then that I realised he too was dripping wet. He had lost his nerve and dived in after me. He gave me a massive hug.

I cannot remember a moment in my life when I have not felt the love of my family. We were a family that would have killed for each other – and we still are. My parents adored each other, and in my childhood there was barely a cross word between them. Eve, my mother, was always full of life and galvanised us. Ted, my father, was a rather quieter figure who smoked his pipe and enjoyed his newspaper, but both my parents had a love of adventure. Ted had wanted to be an archaeologist, but his father, a High Court judge, wanted him to follow Branson tradition and enter the law. Three generations of Bransons had been lawyers. When Ted was at school, my grandfather engaged a careers officer to talk to him and discuss possible careers. When it emerged that Ted wanted to be an archaeologist, my grandfather refused to pay the careers officer’s bill on the grounds that he hadn’t done his job properly. So Ted reluctantly went up to Cambridge to read law, and continued as a hobby to build up his collection of ancient artefacts and fossils which he called his ‘museum’.

When the Second World War broke out in 1939, Ted volunteered for the Staffordshire Yeomanry, a cavalry regiment organised around the Inns of Court. His regiment fought in Palestine and Ted fought in the Battle of El Alamein in September 1942, and subsequent battles in the Libyan desert. He was then involved in the invasion of Italy and fought at Salerno and Anzio. Before Ted went to war, he devised a code to let my grandparents know where he was: they agreed that, in letters home, the cellar would be the world and certain drawers in the cupboards would represent certain countries. Ted would write and ask his mother to pull out his old riding gloves from the top left-hand shelf of the right-hand cupboard, which had been designated Palestine – unsurprisingly, the censors never picked this up and my grandparents could tell where he was.

When Ted joined up, his uncle, Jim Branson, had already become quite notorious in the army because he advocated eating grass. Great-uncle Jim had owned an estate in Hampshire which he had finally split up among the tenants and then gone to live in Balham, which in 1939 was a distant suburb of London. He was obsessed with eating grass, and Picture Post ran a story with a picture of him in his bathroom in Balham, where he grew tubs of grass which he made into hay. Whenever Jim was invited out to eat – which was increasingly often as he became a celebrity – he brought his nosebag with him and ate grass. In the army, everyone mocked my dad: ‘You must be Jim Branson’s son! Here, have some grass! You’re a sprightly looking colt. When are they going to geld you?’ and so on.

Ted hotly denied any involvement with Uncle Jim. However, as the war progressed, David Stirling set up the Special Air Service, a crack regiment designed to operate behind enemy lines. The SAS had to travel light, and soon it became known that Jim Branson was advising David Stirling and his elite troops on how to live off grass and nuts.

From then on, whenever Ted was asked, ‘Branson? Are you anything to do with Jim Branson?’ he puffed out his chest with pride: ‘Yes, actually he’s my uncle. Fascinating what he’s doing with the SAS, isn’t it?’

Ted actually enjoyed the five years away from home, and found it quite difficult to knuckle down to the law again when he returned to Cambridge. A few years later, as a young barrister, he arrived rather late at a cocktail party where he was greeted by a beautiful blonde girl called Eve who swooped across the room towards him, picked up a tray of honeyed sausages, and said, ‘The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. Here, have some of these!’

Eve Huntley-Flindt had picked up some of her dazzling energy from her mother Dorothy, who holds two British records: aged 89 Granny became the oldest person in Britain to pass the advanced Latin-American ballroom-dancing examination, and aged 90 she became the oldest person to hit a hole in one at golf.

Granny was 99 when she died. Shortly before that, she had written to me to say that the previous ten years had been the best of her life. That same year, on her way round the world on a cruise ship, she had been left behind in Jamaica with only her swimming costume on. She had even read A Brief History of Time (something which I’ve never been able to manage!). She never stopped learning. Her attitude was, you’ve got one go in life, so make the most of it.

Mum had inherited Granny’s love of sports and dancing, and aged twelve she appeared in a West End revue written by Marie Stopes, who later became famous for her work with women’s health education. Some time later Mum was almost obliged to strip for another stage job: dancing for The Cochran Show at Her Majesty’s Theatre in the West End. Sir Charles Cochran’s shows were notorious for having the most gorgeous girls in town, and they took their clothes off. It was wartime and work was scarce. Eve decided to take the job on the grounds that it was all a lot of harmless fun. Predictably, my grandfather violently objected and told her that he’d come storming up to Her Majesty’s and pull her out of the show. Eve relayed this to Sir Charles Cochran, who allowed her to dance without stripping. Then, as now, she was able to get away with pretty much anything.

Eve started looking for other, daytime, work, and went out to Heston where a gliding club taught RAF recruits to glide before they became pilots. She asked for a job as a pilot, but was told that these jobs were available only to men. Undeterred, she chatted up one of the instructors, who relented and secretly gave her the job so long as she pretended to be a boy. So, wearing a leather jacket, a leather helmet to hide her hair, and adopting a deep voice, Eve learnt how to glide and then began to teach the new pilots. In the last year of the war she joined the Wrens as a signaller and was posted to the Black Isle in Scotland.

After the war Eve became an air hostess, at the time a most glamorous job. The qualifications were challenging: you had to be very pretty and unmarried, aged between 23 and 27, speak Spanish, and be trained as a nurse. Undaunted that she couldn’t speak Spanish and wasn’t a nurse, Mum chatted up the night porter at the recruitment centre and found herself on the training course to be a hostess with British South American Airways, BSAA. BSAA operated two kinds of plane between London and South America: Lancasters, which carried 13 passengers; and Yorks, which carried 21. They had wonderful names, Star Stream and Star Dale, and the air hostesses were known as Star Girls. When the plane taxied down the runway, Mum’s first job was to offer round chewing gum, barley sugar, cotton wool and Penguin paperbacks, and explain to the passengers that they had to blow their noses before taking off and landing.

The cabins were not pressurised, and the flights were marathons: five hours to Lisbon, eight hours to Dakar, and then fourteen hours across to Buenos Aires. For the Buenos Aires to Santiago leg the York aircraft was exchanged for the more robust Lancaster, and everyone had to wear oxygen masks over the Andes. After she had been with BSAA for a year, it was taken over by BOAC, British Overseas Airways Corporation, and Eve began working on Tudor aircraft. Star Tiger, the first plane to leave for Bermuda, exploded in midair. Her plane was next and arrived safely. But the plane after hers, Star Ariel, vanished without trace in the Bermuda Triangle and all Tudor aircraft were grounded. It was later discovered that their fuselages were too weak to withstand the recently installed pressurisation.

By this time Ted probably thought that, if he didn’t marry Eve and so disqualify her from being an air hostess, she would be likely to disappear somewhere over the Atlantic. He proposed to her as they roared along on his motorbike, and she shouted, ‘Yes!’ at the top of her voice so that the wind wouldn’t blow the word away. They were married on 14 October 1949, and I was conceived on their honeymoon in Majorca.

My parents always treated my two sisters, Lindi and Vanessa, and me as equals whose opinions were just as valid as theirs. When we were young, before Vanessa’s arrival, if my parents went out to dinner they took me and Lindi with them lying on blankets in the back of the car. We slept in the car while they had dinner, but we always woke up when they started the drive back home. Lindi and I kept quiet and looked up at the night sky, listening to my parents talk and joke about their evening. We grew up talking as friends to our parents. As children we discussed Dad’s legal cases, and argued about pornography and whether drugs should be legalised long before any of us knew what we were really talking about. My parents always encouraged us to have our own opinions and rarely gave us advice unless we asked for it.

We lived in a village called Shamley Green in Surrey. Before Vanessa was born, Lindi and I grew up in Easteds, a cottage covered with ivy which had tiny white windows and a white wicket gate which led out on to the village green. I was three years older than Lindi, and nine years older than Vanessa. My parents had very little money during our childhood and, perhaps because Mum wasn’t greatly interested in cooking, or perhaps because she was saving money, I remember eating a good deal of bread and dripping. Even so, traditions were still upheld and we were not allowed to leave the table until we had finished all our food. We were also given onions which grew in the garden. I always hated them and used to hide them in a drawer in the table. This drawer was never cleaned out, and when we moved house ten years later it was opened and my pile of fossilised onions was discovered.

Food was not as important at meals as company. The house was always full of people. In order to make ends meet, Mum invited German and French students over to learn English in a typical English household, and we had to entertain them. Mum always had us working in the garden, helping her prepare meals and then clearing up afterward. When I wanted to escape, I ran off across the village green to see my best friend Nik Powell.

At first the best thing about Nik was that his mother made amazing custard, so after a meal spent stuffing onions into the table drawer I would slip away to Nik’s house, leaving the Germans trying to speak English with my family laughing and helping them out. If I timed it right, which I made sure I did, pudding and custard were already on the table. Nik was a quiet boy with straight black hair and black eyes. Soon we started doing everything together: climbing trees, riding bikes, shooting rabbits and hiding under Lindi’s bed to grab her ankle when she turned out the light.

At home Mum had two obsessions: she always generated work for us, and she was always thinking of ways to make money. We never had a television and I don’t think my parents ever listened to the radio. Mum worked in a shed in the garden, making wooden tissue boxes and wastepaper bins which she sold to shops. Her shed smelt of paints and glue and was stacked with little piles of painted boxes ready to be sent off. Dad was inventive and very good with his hands, and he designed special pressing vices which held the boxes together while they were being glued. Eventually Mum began supplying Harrods with her tissue boxes, and it became a proper little cottage industry. As with everything she did, Mum worked in a whirlwind of energy which was difficult to resist.

There was a great sense of teamwork within our family. Whenever we were within Mum’s orbit we had to be busy. If we tried to escape by saying that we had something else to do, we were firmly told we were selfish. As a result we grew up with a clear priority of putting other people first. Once a boy came for the weekend whom I didn’t particularly take to. During the church service on Sunday I slipped out of our pew and went across the aisle to sit with Nik. Mum was furious. When we got home she told Dad to beat me, and we duly went into his study and closed the door. Rather than towering over me in a rage, Dad just smiled.

‘Now make sure you cry convincingly,’ he said, and clapped his hands together six times to make great smacking noises.

I ran out of the room, bawling loudly. Mum adopted a severe look to imply that this was in my best interests, and resolutely carried on chopping onions in the kitchen – my portion of which was duly stuffed into the table drawer during lunch.

Great-uncle Jim wasn’t the only maverick in the family: irreverence for authority ran on both sides. I remember that we acquired an old gypsy caravan which we kept in the garden, and sometimes gypsies came by and rang the doorbell. Mum always gave them something silver and let them rummage around in the barn for anything they needed. One year we were all taken to the Surrey County Show at Guildford. It was thronging with gleaming show-jumpers and men in tweed coats and bowler hats. As we walked past one of the stalls Mum saw a group of gypsy children in tears and we went over to see what was the matter. They were all crowded around a magpie which was tied to a piece of string.

‘The RSPCA has ordered us to bring the bird in to be put down. They say it’s illegal to own wild birds,’ they said.

Even as they told us what was happening, we saw an RSPCA official walking towards us.

‘Don’t worry,’ Mum said. ‘I’ll save it.’

She picked up the bird and wrapped it in her coat. Then we smuggled it out of the showground past the officials. The gypsy children met us outside and they told us to keep the magpie since they would only be stopped again. Mum was delighted, and we drove it home.

The magpie loved Mum. It sat on her shoulder when she was in the kitchen or working in her shed, and would then swoop out to the paddock and tease the ponies by sitting on their backs. It dive-bombed Dad if he sat down to read The Times after lunch, flapping the pages so that they scattered over the floor.

‘Damned bird!’ Dad would roar, waving his arms at it to shoo it away.

‘Ted, get up and do something useful,’ Mum said. ‘That bird’s telling you to do some gardening. And, Ricky and Lindi, run along to the vicar and ask him if there’s anything you can do to help.’

Apart from spending summer holidays with Dad’s family at Salcombe in Devon, we also went to Norfolk to stay with Mum’s sister, Clare Hoare. I decided that when I grew up I wanted to be like Aunt Clare. She was a close friend of Douglas Bader, the Second World War fighter ace who had lost both his legs in a plane crash. Aunt Clare and Douglas owned an old biplane which they flew together. Sometimes Aunt Clare would parachute out of the plane for fun. She smoked about twenty small cigars a day.

When we stayed with her, we swam in the millpond at the bottom of her garden. Douglas Bader would unstrap his legs and haul himself into the water. I used to run off with these tin legs and hide them in the rushes by the water’s edge. Douglas would then pull himself out of the water and come lunging after me: his arms and shoulders were immensely powerful and he could walk on his hands. When he had been held a prisoner of war in Colditz, after two failed escapes the Nazis had confiscated his legs.

‘You’re as bad as the Nazis,’ he’d roar, swinging himself after me on his hands like an orang-utan.

Aunt Clare was as much of an entrepreneur as Mum. She was obsessed with Welsh Mountain sheep, which were then an endangered species, and she bought a few of these black sheep in order to save them from extinction. She eventually bred up a large flock and managed to bring them off the endangered list. She then set up a business which she called The Black Sheep Marketing Company and started selling pottery decorated with pictures of black sheep. The mugs with the nursery rhyme ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ written round the side began to sell rather well. Soon Aunt Clare had all the old ladies in the village knitting her black wool into shawls and sweaters. She worked very hard to build up Black Sheep as a trade name, and she succeeded: over forty years later it’s still going strong.

Some years later, in the early days of Virgin Music, I received a call from Aunt Clare: ‘Ricky, you won’t believe this. One of my sheep has started singing.’

Initially my mind reeled, but it was the sort of thing I had come to expect from her.

‘What does it sing?’ I asked, imagining a sheep singing, ‘Come on, baby, light my fire.’

‘“Baa Baa Black Sheep” of course,’ she snapped at me. ‘Now I want to make a recording. The sheep probably won’t do it in a studio so can you send some sound engineers out here? And they’d better hurry since it could stop at any time.’

That afternoon a bunch of sound engineers headed up to Norfolk with a 24-track mobile studio and recorded Aunt Clare’s singing sheep. They also amassed an entire choir of sheep, ducks and hens for the chorus, and we released the single ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’. It reached number four in the charts.

My friendship with Nik was based on affection but also on a strong element of competition. I was determined to do everything better than he did. One summer Nik was given a brand-new bike for his birthday. We immediately decided to take it down to do the River Run, a game in which you raced straight downhill, braked at the last moment and skidded to a halt as close to the edge of the riverbank as possible. This was a highly competitive game and I hated losing.

Since it was his bike, Nik went first. He did a very creditable skid, curving round so that the back wheel came to within a foot of the water’s edge. Nik generally tried to spur me on to do even more outlandish things, but this time he tried to stop me.

‘You can’t do better than that skid,’ he said. ‘Mine was perfect.’

I thought otherwise. I was determined to do a better skid than Nik. I took his bike up the hill and launched myself towards the river, pedalling madly. As I approached the bank it became apparent that I was out of control and had no chance of stopping. In a fast-moving blur I caught sight of Nik’s open mouth and horrified expression as I hurtled past him. I tried to brake, but it was too late. I somersaulted head over heels into the water, and the bike sank beneath me. I was swept downstream by the current, but finally managed to clamber back ashore. Nik was waiting for me, enraged.

‘You’ve lost my bike! That’s my birthday present!’

He was so furious that he was sobbing with rage. He pushed me back in the water.

‘You’d damn well better find it,’ he shouted.

‘I’ll find it,’ I spluttered. ‘It’ll be OK. I’ll fish it out.’

‘You bloody well better had.’

I spent the next two hours diving down to the bottom of the river and groping around the mud and weeds and stones trying to find his new bike. I couldn’t find it anywhere. Nik sat on the bank, hugging his knees up to his chin, glaring at me. Nik was epileptic, and I’d been with him on a couple of occasions in the past when he’d experienced fits. Now he was furious, and I hoped his anger would not spur another one. But eventually, when I was so cold that I could barely talk and my hands were white, numb and bleeding from bashing into rocks on the riverbed, Nik relented.

‘Let’s go home,’ he said. ‘You’ll never find it.’

We walked back home and I tried to cheer him up: ‘We’ll buy you another one,’ I promised him.

My parents must have groaned because the bike cost over £20, nearly a month’s supply of tissue boxes.

When we were eight years old, Nik and I were separated when I was sent away to board at Scaitcliffe Preparatory School in Windsor Great Park.

On my first night at Scaitcliffe, I lay awake in my bed, listening to the snorings and snufflings of the other boys in the dormitory, feeling utterly lonely, unhappy and frightened. At some point in the middle of that first night, I knew I was going to be sick. The feeling came on so fast that I didn’t have time to get out of bed and run to the bathroom; instead I vomited all over the bedclothes. The matron was called. Instead of being sympathetic, as my mother would have been, she scolded me and made me clear it up myself. I can still remember the humiliation I felt. Obviously, my parents thought they were doing the right thing in sending me there, but at that moment I could feel only confusion and resentment towards them, and a terrible fear of what lay in store for me. Within a couple of days, an older boy in my dormitory had taken a liking to me and got me into his bed to play ‘feelies’. On my first weekend home I matter of factly told my parents what had happened under the sheets. My dad calmly said, ‘It’s best not to do that sort of thing,’ and that was the first and last time such an incident happened.

My father had been sent to boarding school at the same age, and his father before him. It was the traditional way for a boy from my background to be educated, to cultivate independence, self-reliance – to teach someone to stand on their own two feet. But I loathed being sent away from home at such an early age, and have always vowed to myself that I would never send my children to boarding school until they were of an age to make up their own minds about it.

In my third week at Scaitcliffe I was summoned to the headmaster’s study and told that I had broken some rule; I think I had walked on to a patch of hallowed grass to retrieve a football. I had to bend down and I was caned across my bottom six times.

‘Branson,’ the headmaster intoned. ‘Say, “Thank you, sir.”’

I couldn’t believe my ears. Thank him for what?

‘Branson.’ The headmaster lifted up his cane. ‘I’m warning you.’

‘Thank you … sir.’

‘You’re going to be trouble, Branson.’

‘Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir.’

I was trouble – and always in trouble. Aged eight I still couldn’t read. In fact, I was dyslexic and short-sighted. Despite sitting at the front of the class, I couldn’t read the blackboard. Only after a couple of terms did anyone think to have my eyes tested. Even when I could see, the letters and numbers made no sense at all. Dyslexia wasn’t deemed a problem in those days, or, put more accurately, it was only a problem if you were dyslexic yourself. Since nobody had ever heard of dyslexia, being unable to read, write or spell just meant to the rest of the class and the teachers that you were either stupid or lazy. And at prep school you were beaten for both. I was soon being beaten once or twice a week for doing poor classwork or confusing the date of the Battle of Hastings.

My dyslexia was a problem throughout my school life. Now, although my spelling is still sometimes poor, I have managed to overcome the worst of my difficulties through training myself to concentrate. Perhaps my early problems with dyslexia made me more intuitive: when someone sends me a written proposal, rather than dwelling on detailed facts and figures I find that my imagination grasps and expands on what I read.

However, my saving grace was outside the classroom: I was good at sports. It is difficult to overestimate how important sport is at English public schools. If you are good at sports, you are a school hero: the older boys won’t bully you and the masters won’t mind you failing all your exams. I was intensely keen to succeed at sports, possibly because it was my only opportunity to excel. I became captain of the football, rugby and cricket teams. Every sports day I won a series of cups for sprinting and hurdling. Just before my eleventh birthday, in 1961, I won all the races. I even decided to go in for the long jump. I had never done a good long jump before, but this time I decided to just have a go. I sprinted down the track, took off from the wooden plank and soared through the air. After I landed in the sand the master came up to me and shook me by the hand: it was a new Scaitcliffe School record. That summer day I couldn’t put a foot wrong, and my parents and Lindi sat and clapped in the white marquee afterward as I went up to collect every cup. I won the Victor Ludorum. Who cared if I couldn’t spell? Not me.

The next autumn term I was playing in a football match against another local school. I was running rings round the defender and had already scored one goal. I put my hand up and yelled for the ball, which was booted upfield and bounced over both of us. I turned and sprinted after it, controlled it and was bearing down on the goal when the defender caught up with me and floored me with a sliding tackle. My leg was caught beneath him as he fell across me. I heard a ghastly scream and for a split second I thought that he was hurt until I realised that it was me. He rolled off me and I saw my knee twisted at a horrible angle. My parents had always told us to laugh when we were in pain, so half laughing but mainly screaming I was carried off the field to the school matron, who drove me to hospital. My agony stopped only after they gave me an injection. I had badly torn the cartilage in my right knee and they were going to have to operate.

I was given a general anaesthetic and fell unconscious. I awoke to find myself out in the street. I was still in my hospital bed, and a nurse was holding a drip above my head, but my bed, together with several others, was parked outside. I thought I was dreaming, but the nurse explained that there had been a fire in the hospital during my operation and all the patients had been evacuated on to the street outside.

I went home for a few days to recover. Lying in bed, I looked at my silver cups on the mantelpiece. The doctor told me that I would not play sports again for a very long time.

‘Don’t worry, Ricky,’ my mother said as she swept into the room after the doctor had gone. ‘Just think of Douglas Bader. He hasn’t got any legs at all. He’s playing golf and flying planes and everything. You don’t want to be lying there in bed doing nothing all day, do you?’

The worst aspect of this injury was that it immediately showed up how bad I was in the classroom. I was bottom in every subject and would clearly not pass the Common Entrance exam.

I was sent to another school, a crammer on the Sussex coast called Cliff View House. It had no sports to distract boys from the grim and usually hopeless task of preparing for Common Entrance. If you couldn’t spell, or couldn’t add up, or couldn’t remember that the area of a circle is ‘Pi’ R squared, then the solution was simple: you were beaten until you did. I learnt my facts in the face of unflinching discipline and with a black and blue backside. I may have been dyslexic, but I had no excuse. I just couldn’t get it right. When I gave the inevitable wrong answer it was either more lines or a beating. I grew almost to prefer the beatings since at least they were quick.

There were no games apart from an early-morning run, and, as well as for any faults in class, we were also beaten for almost anything else, such as not making our beds properly, running when we should be walking, talking when we should be quiet, or having dirty shoes. There were so many possible things to do wrong that, although we learnt most of them, we accepted that we would be beaten for some obscure misdemeanour almost every single week.

My only consolation was the headmaster’s eighteen-year-old daughter, Charlotte. She seemed to take a fancy to me and I was delighted that I, out of all the boys, should have caught her attention. We soon established a routine of nocturnal visits. Every night I would climb out of my dormitory window and creep over to her bedroom in the headmaster’s house. One night, as I climbed back through the window, I was horrified to see one of my teachers watching my progress.

The next morning I was summoned to the headmaster’s study.

‘What were you doing, Branson?’ he asked.

The only answer I could think of was the worst one I could possibly have given: ‘I was on my way back from your daughter’s room, sir.’

Not surprisingly, I was promptly expelled and my parents were told to come and collect me the following day.

That evening, unable to think of any other way to escape the wrath of my parents, I wrote a suicide note saying that I was unable to cope with the shame of my expulsion. I wrote on the envelope that it was not to be opened until the following day but then gave it to a boy who I knew was far too nosy not to open it immediately.

Very, very slowly, I left the building and walked through the school grounds towards the cliffs. When I saw a crowd of teachers and boys beginning to run after me, I slowed down enough for them to catch me up. They managed to drag me back from the cliff and the expulsion was overturned.

My parents were surprisingly relaxed about the whole episode. My father even seemed quite impressed that Charlotte was ‘a very pretty girl’.


2 ‘You will either go to prison or become a millionaire.’

1963–1967

AFTER THE CRAMMER HAD served its purpose by beating me into shape, I moved to Stowe, a big public school in Buckinghamshire for over 800 boys. There I faced a daunting prospect. Fagging was still in place: this was an archaic practice in which the younger boys were expected to run errands and do minor chores for the older ones; in effect, to be their servants. Bullying was rife. Your reputation – and ability to avoid being picked on – was helped enormously by being able to score a goal or hit a six. But I couldn’t play any games as my knee buckled whenever I tried to run. Since I was also unable to cope with the academic work, I was very quickly sidelined. Being out of the sports teams and bottom of the class was an unenviable position. It seemed as if all the challenges my parents had set me were now irrelevant.

I found refuge in the library, where I went every afternoon and started writing a novel. I sat in the most wonderful splendour, surrounded by leather-bound books and two globes, overlooking the ornamental lake into which the last head boy had dived and never surfaced. I wrote the most lurid sexual fantasies I could conjure up, amazing erotic stories all about a young boy who couldn’t play sports due to a knee injury, but who was befriended and then gloriously and expertly seduced by the young Scandinavian school matron. In my mind’s eye she used to creep up behind him when he was working in the library … But, sadly for me, no matter what incredible sexual encounters I dreamt up, there wasn’t a girl, let alone a Scandinavian, within miles of Stowe, and matron was sixty years old.

As I sat in the library panting at my own prose and scribbling faster and faster, I became aware of another regular visitor to the library: Jonathan Holland-Gems. In comparison with most of the boys at Stowe, Jonny was extremely worldly and sophisticated, widely read and staggeringly knowledgeable about the arts. He came from London, where his parents knew journalists and writers: when Jonny read Private Eye he knew half the people mentioned in it. His mother was a successful playwright. It was through Jonny that my interest in the world of newspapers began to grow, and I began to think that I would like to be a journalist.

Halfway through the term I read a school announcement about an essay competition called the Junior Gavin Maxwell Prize which had been set up by the author, an old boy from Stowe. I momentarily put aside my pulsating pornography and wrote a short story which won the prize. The complete absence of competition must have helped.

Gavin Maxwell, the author of Ring of Bright Water, came to present the prize at Stowe. He arrived with Gavin Young, the Observer’s war correspondent and later the author of Slow Boat to China. After the ceremony they drove back
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