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Editor’s Note

The travel writer and biographer Roderic Fenwick Owen (1921–2011) lived a most unusual life, filled with travel, adventure, pleasure and people. It was possible for him in a way it wouldn’t have been for most: he was born into a wealthy, notable family and his connections and education opened doors for him, as did money in later life and the continuing power of the British Empire overseas, even in its decline. He understood this; he didn’t take any privilege for granted, making the most of them in a way few surely did – to see more of the world, to understand the people he met there, and to be generous to the people he loved. This is why his story is so richly compelling, set against a backdrop of a world undergoing immeasurable change.

Having kept diaries and journals all his life, the private memoir he transformed them into in his seventies for his family to keep ran to almost a million words. The book you are holding in your hands is closer to 200,000. Abridging it was difficult! Some aspects, such as details of his finances and the organisation of his trips, were easier to take out. But with regard to the rest it was a case of choosing the most vivid stories that would build a complete picture of his fascinating life. Like film scenes cut by directors at the editing stage, some of those lost were wonderfully entertaining but had to remain on the cutting room floor because they weren’t necessary to the narrative; I hope Roddy would forgive this pruning. In his covering note to his memoirs, he made mention of abridging the books for a wider audience (indicating that perhaps his powers of fortune-telling, as he at one point made use of in Tahiti, really were as good as he advertised them). His only request if this were to happen is on page v: that nothing be cut on grounds of ‘decency’. Throughout this book you will hear how much it meant to Roddy to finally be in a decade where he could talk freely about sex and relationships, having had to hide that part of his life in all his other books up to that point. So that was the compass with which abridgements were made; no story was cut on those grounds – indeed those parts are so riveting it was no hardship to keep them in.

But if his life was extraordinary and ‘of its time’, it was also ordinary and timeless in many ways too. He was looking for love and purpose, as perhaps we all are – those were the reasons he went all over the world, befriending everyone he could wherever he went. He knew the same tragedies and faced many of the same hurdles we can all recognise. Indeed, hearing him recount details of far-flung places is evocative; his brushes with ‘history’, both recent and distant, enthralling; and his experiences with famous and notable people titillating. But it’s often the people you might not have heard of before that add the most colour to Roddy’s story. Regular people who lived captivating lives in a century that feels more remote to us with each passing day, presented without rose-tinted nostalgia and pride on the one hand or embarrassed, disdainful shame on the other, as are so often applied to the period now as we – the generations who inherited or outlived the twentieth century – try to make sense of it.

Roddy was such a practised author that he did not leave many holes in his memoirs that needed to be filled in, though you will find footnotes added to provide the reader with more context where Roddy assumed knowledge. The holes that exist centre on what happened to some of the characters in the book after they left Roddy’s own life story; we would invite anyone with information about any of the people mentioned herein to get in touch with us via info@littlebrown.co.uk, and we have included a list of repeat ‘characters’ at the back of the book to assist with this. We would love to hear more about them.

Inevitably, in the telling of his own story, Roddy gives away many private details about these people’s lives. Those details have been verified wherever possible – but in lots of cases this wasn’t an option, given that the majority of the individuals discussed have now died. In any case, readers – like historians considering source material – are invited to remember that there are two sides to every story, and sometimes more. Luckily for us, Roddy’s side is like a good vodka martini: dry, strong and often too much fun. As Roddy concluded in the original covering note to his memoirs: ‘I trust that readers will find the subject-matter as entertaining as I did whilst living it.’

I trust that you will, too.

E. Barrett, January 2021
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At 6.30 a.m. on 27 March 1921 – Easter Sunday – a delivery boy from Harrods rang the bell of a white porticoed town house in Prince’s Gardens, Knightsbridge. His cargo was an enormous chocolate egg tied with blue ribbon, which was opened on the chequered hallway tiles to reveal a boy called Roderic. What a lovely surprise all round!

Doubts first began to break the surface as to the validity of the story because of my debut being so early in the morning – when Nanny might have been up and doing, but surely not my parents? Perhaps only Nanny had to be there for the Opening of the Egg? She seemed to be the only really important person on the scene at all other times.

My parents were Bettina Rawnsley, daughter of the High Sheriff of Lincolnshire and the niece of Hardwicke Rawnsley, one of the founders of the National Trust; and George Fenwick Owen, bespectacled and moustachioed. They had met almost eight years and one world war ago in September 1913, two months after my mother’s grand coming-out ball at 20 Grosvenor Gardens, where Princess Marie Louise* and 800 guests had been in attendance. Until this point, Bettina had felt attached to an Alwyne Hobson but she’d gone off him at a shooting party on Raasay, a small island nestled between the mainland of Scotland and the Isle of Skye that her parents frequented in summers. Bettina decided she didn’t find Alwyne exciting enough, and when she passed him the cup from which she’d been drinking and he wiped the brim before taking a sip, she declared him ungallant.

Conversely, nothing was boring about George Fenwick Owen. He was the nephew of renowned Victorian trend-setter and ‘Gentleman Jockey’ Major Roddy Owen, who won the Grand National in 1892 on Father O’Flynn. His mother was Maya Fenwick Owen, a notable harlot in Edwardian society. As George’s uncles and elder brother had already departed this world, he and his mother were left very well off, living at Brantham Court in Suffolk. The house was a fine example of mock-Tudor on the grand scale: mullioned windows throughout, and oak – oak everywhere in the form of panelling, flooring, even cupboarding. The front door was of oak so massive that on being opened it ‘whoooooshed’ as it pushed air backwards and forwards.

Upon meeting George, Bettina found they had plenty to talk about, swapping stories of Big Game in Africa (at the time, ‘safari’ sadly meant hunting lions, buffalo and other exotic-seeming animals). Such a proven sportsman was naturally asked to Well Vale, the Rawnsley family pile in Lincolnshire, for the shooting; and naturally he acquitted himself better than any of the other guns. So glamorous a character was sure to own one of the early motor-cars. In it, he arranged to drive Bettina to Lincoln, but on the way a tyre burst and they had to turn tail and come back. George was cross and he lost his temper. For Bettina, the moment was a watershed: either she had to mind, most dreadfully, or she had to accept him as he was, temper and all. She knuckled under without protest, thus precipitating an era of a new ‘understanding’. At the end of January 1914, George booked all the seats in an entire First Class compartment on the train going from London to Well Vale. Pulling down the blinds, he bribed the guard to see that they weren’t disturbed, and then he made his move; which is to say he proposed, and was accepted.

My maternal grandmother, Maud, wrote in her diary: ‘Betty told me at night they were engaged. We all went out hunting. I came down early to breakfast and offered my heartiest congratulations to George. He is so nice; she could not have chosen anybody I could like better.’

They were married in St George’s, Hanover Square – down the road from Liberty’s – and their cousin Alice Godman lent them a huge redbrick town house, 45 Pont Street, for the wedding reception, it having a large ballroom perfect for the occasion.

In Paris for the first stages of their honeymoon, Bettina was suffering from that arch-wrecker of romance: such a cold that she could hardly breathe. She recovered in time to enjoy a long trip across Imperial Russia on the Trans-Siberian railway – in those days a dream of comfort for those who could afford to travel in style. They went on to Japan, with Bettina’s maid – a severe Scotswoman – always in attendance. Amongst the Ainu, the maid spent much of her time dutifully holding up sheets to shield her employer from men wetting the paper walls of more than one rustic inn with their fingers – the idea being to make them transparent enough to be seen through, on the pretence of ‘never having seen a European without their clothes on before’.

In Bettina, however, a child had begun to stir – my oldest sister Morvyne Mary Martia – effectively spoiling much of the enjoyment of prolonged travel abroad. They returned just before the outbreak of the Great War, in good time for my father to be sent to Gallipoli and Palestine, get a bullet through his heart, and survive – or I would never have been born.

According to the traditional rhyme, ‘The child that is born on the Sabbath Day / Is Bonny and Bright and Good and Gay’, and with it being an Easter Sunday, the omens were therefore excellent – the rhyme perhaps a little too literally specific, had anyone cared to give it a thought, which no one did.

In my early days, life had no shape; and what form it took was what others enforced. I remember it included perpetual dressing and redressing: a sailor suit or a furry Peter Rabbit get-up for walks in the park, and velvet Little Lord Fauntleroy knee-breeches (with buckles) for coming down to tea in the drawing-room.

Meals were arbitrary; they had to be eaten when brought to the nursery, not when hunger struck. Nanny-discipline could be harsh; food unwisely left on the plate might turn up again at the next meal, and the next. On more than one occasion the congealed remains of fatty meat and fried parsnips – both bêtes noires of mine – were saved and produced triumphantly a day later. If I were sick I might even be forced to take the little pile of vomit back into my mouth. It never occurred to me to complain to a higher parental authority, which certainly wouldn’t have approved of such goings-on.

I was a shy child, dating from my first attempts at speech, which had been marred by persistent stammering. A specialist had advised my mother to make me burst into song when confronted by a difficult word. I well remember piping up in a thin treble, eyes bulging with tears, crimson in the face. Terrified at the time, I was of course so effectively cured as to become the very opposite of tongue-tied when older.

In spite of any drawbacks, life in the twenties for an upper-class child was very pleasant. After Prince’s Gardens, so convenient for walks around the Serpentine in Hyde Park, we ‘took’ houses in the country. Nothing need be bought, for the simple reason that on one side of the family there was Brantham Court, and on the other Well Vale: the redbrick Georgian manor house set within seven acres of parkland on the edge of the Lincolnshire Wolds that my mother’s brother, my Uncle Dick, was to inherit from my grandfather.

We came to rest at rented Rempstone Hall, in Dorset, off the Corfe Castle/Swanage road on the Isle of Purbeck. The hall comprised two very different-style houses cemented together, one being a grey stone farmhouse with a slate roof dating from the seventeenth century, the other a redbrick mansion from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Its heaths stretched down to Goathorn Quai* on Poole Harbour and Japanese deer could be seen in its woods. Rempstone’s garden was long and elaborate, with a ‘gwyle’ (a wooded walk where beech-nuts proliferated) and a pond where frogs spawned in huge, glutinous bunches, the males apparently bent on digging claws into, then suffocating, the luckless females. Myriad glow-worms sparkled in tinselly showers and bats wheeled and squawked. When we were allowed to sleep out, as we sometimes were on warm summer nights, we would wake at sunrise, camp-beds wet with dew, ravenous for breakfast which no one wanted to get for us at such an unearthly hour.

There was plenty of mischief to be had and my sister Genissa – two years my elder – and I were just daring enough to partake in some of it. One summer in Alford, the town nearby Well Vale, we conducted a series of raids on a shop, taking toys to give to a labourer’s children at Park Farm, by whom we were thought quite extraordinarily generous. Our mother found out before the shop-keeper did; he was so surprised when we were forced to confess and make restitution that he took no other action. Having learnt not to steal, we’d been taught a lesson in the value of money. Having some would make stealing unnecessary; yet how were we to get hold of the essential stuff? We hit on the idea of going to Lambert the butler and asking to borrow a shilling for this or that guest. As leaving-tips were generally lavish, it was to be supposed that Lambert regarded what was slid into his discreetly outstretched palm at the end of a stay included a repayment. It took some time before we were found out and severely punished, but it was worth it at the time. Summers at Well Vale also gave us the opportunity to play tennis on both an upper and a lower court; and when we tired of tennis there was boating on the lower lake – boys rowing, girls sitting back, trailing fingers through weedy green water.

We even had a governess we liked, a Miss Evelyn Oxley, whom I affectionately called Tocky for a reason that escapes me now. When my eldest sister Morvyne was sent away to boarding school, Tocky was employed by my mother mainly for Genissa, but also to give me a good grounding before prep school. She was wonderfully warm and both of us felt a great deal more towards her than we probably did our parents at that time.

The only fly in the ointment – a small one, at that – was my father’s behaviour, which seemed to grow worse as the twenties rolled by. I had the usual boy’s fear of his father, possibly because he was so large and so seldom visible, spending much of his time at the Bath Club, doing goodness knows what. Such disjointed memories as I have of him are mostly connected with that prime mystery, sex, about which I knew nothing. An early memory was, when very young, crawling under the dining-room table, irresistibly drawn towards the V-shaped gap between his legs. He was wearing a rough brown tweed knickerbocker suit, so it must have been winter. I crawled up and put my hand nearer and nearer, without actually touching, thrilling to the thought of being so near and yet so far. I must have known that actual contact was forbidden, probably from being ticked off for playing with myself ‘down there’.

On went my game, whilst the grown-ups droned on and on, until I simply could not resist a tiny touch: a hardly noticeable prod, so gentle, in fact, that it passed unnoticed. Emboldened, I had another go, this time with a kind of stroking jab. Fatal! My father jerked his knees together with a ‘What the Devil!’ and a downward swish of his arm, which I dodged. Encountering no resistance, he banged his knuckles against the underside of the table, followed by words quite meaningless to me, that early in life. I was hauled from my ‘cave’, smacked, and sent up to the nursery.

Far from being dampened, my curiosity was stimulated. Whilst romping each morning on the four-poster where the two giants lay, I would manage to clutch forbidden parts, under the guise of flopping uncontrollably about. There was no fun to be derived from touching my mother, as she seemed to have nothing there but a fold of flesh; but my father was a different matter, because when pressed ‘accidentally’, something squashy moved like a bunch of grapes between his legs. It was such a large appendage that it seemed to belong to a different order of creation from my own little winkly thing. I found it fascinating and rolled about all the more, unrebuked because no one realised what I was up to.

A much later event was, in its way, a sequel. We used to bathe from a hut in Studland Bay, my father and I retreating to change behind a towel rigged up across the hut, whilst the girls changed on the other side. I wanted to study my father in detail, but as he always turned his back on me, my curiosity was always thwarted. So I conceived the idea of crawling about, pretending to look for a dropped comb; it gave me the chance of looking up under the towel which was all that he was wearing. I spied fleshy things hanging down irregularly, though without much hair, as he wasn’t a hairy man. When my ruse was detected he kicked out and I seized his leg, pulling him off balance and giving myself a wonderful close-up, had I not been too distracted to take it all in as we rolled together on the floor.

But not all my memories of him are quite so genial. Though wounded in body he was still whole, and as children we had no way of knowing how the war had affected his temper, if it had. We were given to understand that he had always been a man to quarrel with his closest companions. He couldn’t blame his wife, for she was completely faithful to him – not that we grasped what being faithful meant. But from what hints were gleaned from the incautious comments of grown-ups unaware that their words were being lapped up, her example was one which he was constitutionally incapable of following, it seemed. They shared enough interests to gloss over some of the difficulties: Old Master drawings, gardening and Egyptology, the latter leading to contacts with Howard Carter, discoverer of the burial chamber of Tutankhamen. And he remained rich enough to enjoy the many opportunities for shooting which came the way of a man with a notably ‘straight’ (if short-sighted) eye, even if the game were no longer so big as before. But he couldn’t resist the temptation to become richer still, via the Stock Exchange.

Little did anyone guess where that would lead him.

[image: image]
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By the time I started prep school in 1930, when I was nine years old, we were ‘ruined’. The fall-out of the Great Crash of 1929 affected many people across the world, most of all the unsuspecting average Joe; my father was not one of those, but he was affected nonetheless. He had been dabbling on the stock market – I couldn’t understand exactly how; selling stocks he hadn’t bought, or buying shares without the money to pay for them. Whatever he’d been up to, life changed somewhat thereafter: no more Rempstone Hall and Japanese deer. ‘We shall have to manage on what used to be my dress allowance!’ said my mother bitterly. We moved into Kingston House, on top of a hill overlooking Corfe Castle.

Considering that we were ruined, it was odd that we still had a cook, a maid and a chauffeur-gardener; but in those days servants were paid so little that there was nothing too extraordinary about that situation, it seemed. Ruined parents could also afford to send their children to Summer Fields school in Oxford, where I spent most of my time from 1930 to 1934. Summer Fields had been started in 1863 by the Victorian fitness enthusiast Archibald Maclaren, or rather by his wife, the redoubtable Mrs M. My grandfather Walter had been their sixteenth pupil and the second from Summer Fields to win a King’s Scholarship to Eton. Both precedent and expectation were therefore upon me, whether I knew it on my first day or not.

Perhaps some boys believe, or can be hoodwinked into believing, that they are happy at school. I wasn’t, and no one could persuade me otherwise. Mrs Williams, the Headmaster’s wife, was maternal – but for her, the first days at Summer Fields would have been terrifying. Little beings utterly unaccustomed to standing on their own feet were like tyros pushed into a pool at the deep end without having been taught how to swim. It was then that Mrs Williams proved her worth: large of bosom; comforting and consoling; breath reassuringly redolent of those lovely silver balls scattered on cakes.

Up to the very moment of parting from my mother I was cosseted, the centre of attention, even more so than usual on account of impending farewells. The next, I was being propelled through a door leading from Mrs Williams’ cluttered drawing-room into the Head’s study which smelt of strange, strong brilliantine. To a boy, Mr Williams was as old as the hills and as terrifying, his complexion a mottled ruby-red and his Adam’s apple as prominent as a pointed egg. His nose was the most remarkable feature – bony, protruding in a way seldom seen amongst the living, the nose of an embalmed corpse (I would have thought, had I ever seen such a thing, which I hadn’t). But his voice was worse than all those combined, starting with a bagpipe drone, an ‘Mmmmnnn’ acting as a carrier for something more awesome to come. His study would prove to be the throne-room of judgement on future occasions – either a verbal ticking-off preceded by a glare, or there might be a cane propped against his desk, and then we knew we were in for a beating.

On that first day I was swiftly handed over to a monitor, who couldn’t have been more than thirteen. With that grave oldster I passed, for the first of many times, through a baize swing-door and into a corridor vibrant with shouts and thuds: the school in all its bareness.

The transition was apocalyptic. I reacted accordingly, with an uncontrolled ‘GOSH!’ A few yards away, another new boy was sobbing. It helped make up my mind: I wouldn’t, however much I felt like it. ‘You can blub if you must,’ announced the prefect airily. My answer was to blush, deeply and all-envelopingly, all over my face and down my neck, spoiling my grand gesture of dismissing the idea of crying as a childish absurdity. Blushing has always been my Achilles’ heel, flaring up when least wanted.

I was given a desk for my ‘things’, such as they were. A locker was also assigned, which did everything except lock, presumably to allow the masters to check its contents. I quickly discovered that there was no cubic inch of privacy to be had anywhere in the school. Beds were arranged in dormitories; meals took place in a dining-hall with a top table for masters; even ‘ablutions’ were semi-public, in what was called ‘The Vinery’, where door-less cubicles were separated from the main area only by swing-barriers. The Vinery was glass-roofed, warmed in winter by a Valor ‘Perfection’ paraffin stove which, we quickly found, had one great virtue: a piece of lavatory paper placed on the circlet of dewdrop-shaped holes at the top would turn brown and eventually catch fire, ascending, aflame, in an upward swirl of hot air before fluttering in ashes to the stone floor.

If home life had been a tangle of rules and regulations, school life was all of that with knobs on. We were all sorted into one of four leagues: Maclaren, Case, Moseley or Congreve. But why was one supposed to feel loyalty towards one’s ‘league’, when nobody was allowed to choose which he wanted to belong to? It was all very mysterious. League marks could be won by a variety of means – good behaviour in class, skill at work or games, ability to invent, compose or draw, et cetera. Making up a crossword puzzle was an easy-scorer, I soon discovered. Feeble was the youth who couldn’t do anything to gain recognition.

It was, of course, a clever system of ‘Divide and Rule’ (on which, we were assured, the greatness of first the Roman and then the British Empire had been founded). It took in most boys, but not me. I couldn’t identify with my league, which happened to be Moseley. Even at that age I adopted the unusual view that it didn’t matter which league came top at the end of term, a quirk which has followed me throughout life: in competitions where success depends on the efforts of gifted individuals, I have never cared which country wins what event, being solely interested in the person themselves, regardless of nationality.

Every morning at Summer Fields began with a cold dip, boys lining up to plunge into a bath under Matron’s gaze. The shock to the system was considerable – an important part of the ‘corpore sano’ ideal, we supposed. My chief memory of it (beyond the startling discomfort) was that almost every boy, like me, was circumcised. It was rare to find an odd one out, shamefacedly washing his tiny parts in an enamel basin. After breakfast, another queue would form in Matron’s room for spoonfuls of some tonic or other, ‘Radio Malt’ being the favourite, closely followed by sharper-tasting ‘Virol’. It was infra dig to go tonic-less into lessons; few were bold enough to risk the disgrace.

An abiding memory from the first days was when we were gathered together in the largest classroom (called ‘New School’) by Mr Williams for a pep talk. The gist was that we should never forget that we were ‘gentlemen’, which meant following certain rules unless we wanted to be considered ‘oiks’. Prohibitions greatly outweighed encouragements. For instance, unlike boys from the Dragon School in central Oxford – we were on the outskirts – we must never wander about in shorts, unless for games. Shorts at all other times were ‘common’. We were being indoctrinated with a lasting over-regard for ‘proper’ tribal dress, a concern that would follow us throughout life, assuming (I thought then and think now) far too much importance.

We were also cautioned against ‘talking smut’, which could only lead to indulging in smutty acts, whatever they were. I longed to know more.

Now that memory has taken a back seat, a golden glow suffuses Summer Fields days. I can remember how much I disliked being there without being able to recall exactly why. It seems so heavenly in retrospect.

Swimming, for instance. We would be taken on a conducted walk through fields to a special bathing-place, owned by the school, on the banks of the Cherwell, where the mud was held together by the roots of willows. It was slippery down the bank, murky in the water, yet the whole circumstance of the outing – undressing and putting on little slips of red cotton, jumping in and landing on the uneven, muddy bottom and plopping up and out again, reeking of methane – was unforgettable. It wasn’t luxurious, it wasn’t comfortable; but what did that signify, compared with the joy of flinging off clothes out of doors, where they were normally worn?

Then there was the ‘Hay Feast’, a lupercalia, when masters playing at being boys could be rolled about in the stubble as boys from each form defended their ‘nest’ of hay previously stacked in heaps to dry. The feast got into its stride when packets of food and drinks of lemonade (made from vivid yellow crystals, gloriously synthetic) were handed around before we linked arms to tramp back to the school singing, ‘One man went to mow, went to mow a meadow!’

Other walks had a higher moral purpose. We might be led in crocodile up the Banbury Road past the War Memorial. There we would be told to doff caps, ‘in memory of the brave men who gave their lives so that you boys can stand here today’. It made us wriggle with unease. The thing which meant so much to our elders meant nothing to us, so how could we be grateful? We were not to guess that in years to come the boot would fit, that our dearest friends, perhaps we ourselves, would be the ones being commemorated.

I had a menagerie of friends, some famous to me, such as James Fletcher. Innocently we would climb into bed together to carry on conversations in whispers, far into the night. His parents lived at Ardmulchan Castle, near Navan in Ireland, which sounded wonderful.

And some famous to others. There was a young man of mystery, tall for his age, thin, his voice (with nasal overtones) smooth and more than a little ingratiating. He wasn’t good at organised games, preferring golf, which he also wasn’t much good at. He sat for a scholarship to Eton but didn’t come high enough on the list to secure one, so went to Wellington. When his middle name was found to be ‘Carandini’, it ‘proved’ that he must be an ice-cream merchant, though he claimed (in vain) that his Carandini was a conte of high degree. What with one thing, what with another, he was the butt of many a rag, as incapable of defending himself against taunts as against fists. All in all, hardly the most memorable lad in the school. Yet such were the schooldays of a future Count Dracula, a wily Fu Manchu, Frankenstein’s creature and a whole list of other Hammer horror heroes. He was Christopher Lee, least sinister of boys.

The career of another future actor was more predictable. Unhesitatingly, Patrick Macnee was cast in leading roles in our school plays. He was Brutus in Julius Caesar when I was merely the one-liner, ‘Cinna, a poet’. Watching him in The Avengers, so long, long afterwards, I would remember him declaiming: ‘You sticks, you stones, you worse than senseless things! Knew you not Caesar?’ At Summer Fields he was an average type (if such a thing exists), but with a raucous voice strong enough to be audible in the back row of the stalls.

Then there was Peter Solomon, a small boy with a large head and carroty hair who told vivid stories. I would team up with him on walks in order to hear a recital of such wildly unfamiliar events that I finally accused him of making it all up. Russia was always the background, with sleigh-rides through the frozen wastes of Siberia complete with wolves. He told me that his grandfather was Grigori Benenson, the richest and most powerful Jew in St Petersburg before being brought low by the Revolution. Subsequently, a fiend of a woman had thrown acid at his face, scarring him for life. Could all that really be true? Yes, every word. Ousted from control of the Lena gold-fields, the family had mounted a lawsuit against Barings for something like £20 million. Meanwhile Peter’s mother, Flora, who’d previously never lifted a finger, had persuaded Marks and Spencer to make her their Welfare Director, where she proved brilliantly innovative.

(Later, at Eton, Peter would be known as ‘Solomon-Benenson’, later still as ‘Benenson’. In that guise he would help found Amnesty International, a subsequent career no less original than his mother’s – or indeed his grandfather’s.)

There were also peers to dislike. We named one boy ‘Signor Pomposo’. He was Julian Amery, whose father had been a Cabinet minister. In school debates, he was always leaping to his feet, pontificating. At the age of ten his future career was clearly mapped out. Some twenty years later he’d become a Member of Parliament, and later still a leading figure in the Monday Club.*

Although I knew nothing of them at the time, fearful things were happening back at home, things which would alter our lives completely. My mother let the ball drop when she took me out for lunch at my great-aunts’ house. Fanny and Ethel lived in Norham Gardens, near the University Parks. We were eating delicious fishcakes prepared by their cook, Mrs Nott. Fanny handed me a cut-glass jug of home-made lemon barley-water, removing its cover of gauze weighted down with coloured beads as she did so. I was pouring myself a glass when my mother said, ‘Of course I dismissed that woman at once, but by then it was too late!’

‘What woman?’ I asked innocently.

Looks were exchanged all round. Evidently something was up.

‘Oh well, I suppose he has to know eventually,’ my mother went on. ‘I mean Miss Oxley, who else?’

‘You mean TOCKY?’ I asked in bewilderment and dawning despair. My use of the childish name drew furious glances. Too late, I realised my mistake, biting back tears whilst having to go on pouring out the barley-water – quite a feat, and rather beyond me as it happened. Over the highly polished table spread a pool needing to be mopped immediately. In the confusion, my own emotional upset went unremarked. But what a storm of emotion it was! I had adored Tocky. So, apparently, had my father, though not as much as me, I felt sure. He’d run off with her and left my mother and his children behind.

I went back to Summer Fields and told Matron that I’d overeaten (plausible) and might throw up. I was hastily led into the ‘sick-room’, given a kidney-shaped bowl and left to nauseate alone. Once on my own I burst into tears and wept uncontrollably, stimulating myself to fresh outbursts by muttering the word ‘Tocky’ whenever sobs flagged. It wasn’t him that I missed; it was her.

I was found by the under-matron, who sat on the bed and told me about Mallory and Irvine climbing Mount Everest back in ’24. Why her story should have been so comforting I had no idea, but comforting it was. So much so that in future moments of great stress I would sometimes revert to a reverie of mountaineering, my mind losing itself in an imaginary, but intense, physical effort on sunlit, snowy slopes.

Later, in a furious show of siding with my mother, I wrote to my father, demanding to know why he’d run away with a woman who smelt of fish. It was a thing which I had never noticed about Tocky, but I’d heard my mother say so. To increase the drama, I put that little gem on a postcard. I can’t imagine what my father made of it, since my previous letter to him had blurs on the writing-paper caused by tears at the thought of never seeing Miss Oxley again. Quite possibly, he didn’t care. He seemed content to wash his hands of us three children, never asking the court for ‘access’, whilst off he went to Italy with his Evelyn, touring for months and months on end in a top-down Lancia.
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What effect my father running off with the governess had on me, I couldn’t tell – everything seemed so odd, it was impossible to pick out one aspect on which to concentrate. I developed an extraordinary hatred of mud and dirt, which led to me disliking the muddiest and dirtiest game of all, rugger – which in later life, too old to play, I would love to watch. So intense was my strange loathing that during the rugger term each year thereafter I managed to work myself up enough to affect my health. A soaring temperature guaranteed that such psychosomatic whimsies had to be taken seriously. Off I would be pushed to the ‘San’ (known as ‘Newton’) in an ancient sedan chair lined with buttoned red leather fraying at the edges. It was almost worthwhile being a ‘non-walking’ case in order to be eligible for a ride in it.

During those weeks of illness I was also given a jigsaw puzzle of the Flying Scotsman, which had far too many same-shaped bits. I remember Great-Aunt Fanny came to visit and swooped on a gap which had eluded my keenest endeavours, filling it with pieces plucked from the table as adroitly as a hen pecking at grains of corn.

For some children, the demise of their parents’ marriage might have an adverse effect on their education, but overall it only served to spur me on. Thanks to Tocky’s tuition, when I’d started Summer Fields I’d had such a head start over other boys my age that I was moved up twice in the first term. Then my progress had slowed and the teachers started to write me off as an inattentive idler. Perhaps remarkably, all of my teachers were nice, especially the two sisters known as ‘The Miss Hills’, Miss Hill ma and Miss Hill mi, who took the two lower forms. Both taught the piano, both sang in the Bach Choir. Miss Hill ma, formidably plain, was the more dominant, Miss Hill mi the sweeter. They acted as female buffers between the unfamiliarity of being in a class at all and a full exposure to the nearly-all-male school life. As soon as a boy felt sure enough of himself to try and bully Miss Hill mi, he was on his way. When he dared challenge Miss Hill ma, he’d arrived.

The only exception within the nice ranks was Geoffrey Bolton, nicknamed ‘Boltosh’, whose temper, we were told, had to be excused on account of shell-shock. When roused, he would gobble like a turkey. For a long time I managed at least to keep on the right side of the ogre, eventually falling from grace in a blaze of publicity over the self-marking of a Latin lesson. Each boy in the small class was supposed to say exactly how many things he’d got wrong. When it came to my turn, I admitted to eight.

‘EIGHT?’ demanded Boltosh incredulously. ‘Only eight mistakes … OHHHH, WHAT a lie!’ He flung a pencil at me, which didn’t score a hit; but absolutely on target was the undeniable fact that my mistakes must have numbered at least twelve.

Alas! his roar had been like a line of blank verse, incantatory, infinitely copyable. To my extreme dismay it was taken up by other boys and shouted back at me next day. Some seniors conceived the mischievous idea of ‘convening a court’ in a changing-pavilion in order to ‘try’ me. It would have been highly unpleasant, but for two factors: I’d previously sucked up to two of the strongest boys in the school, because I admired them; and another, the all-but head boy called Harland, was bound to be on my side because we knew each other during the hols.

Proceedings were cut short by the school bell and I was delighted when one older boy came up to me immediately afterwards, saying, ‘It must have been perfectly dreadful to be in your shoes!’ – a phrase with lovely overtones of good usage. He was Timothy Bowes-Lyon, the future Queen Elizabeth II’s cousin, with a large head and excellent manners, but so slow in the uptake that he was considered simple. [‘He’s a royal godson!’ I was informed, as if that explained everything.] I’d liked him before; I doted on him thereafter.*

Yet Boltosh couldn’t keep me down and, interestingly, my father’s appalling fall from grace kicked me into action. I began working, really working, to such an extent my teachers agreed I might have a chance of gaining the one thing Summer Fields prized above rubies: a scholarship to Eton.

In June 1934, I was one of a select few to be sent, with others from schools throughout England, to sit for one of the fourteen or so Eton scholarships yearly on offer. We stayed at the White Hart in Windsor and sat a test in the blue-carpeted neo-classic School Hall before being interviewed by a viva voce board. It was terrifying to be confronted by such elderly faces, but their questions were calculated to cause no further alarm. Their last question to me was about the books I liked to read.

‘Anything from Edgar Wallace to the Bible,’ I piped up.

‘In that order?’ one of them asked.

‘Yes, sir, in that order,’ I said, fearful in case I’d been too bold, awarding only second place to the sacred. But it made them laugh.

We had time to make copies of our papers for later scrutiny by Boltosh. After studying mine, he wasn’t particularly encouraging, saying that my chances were no more than ‘fair’. We were allowed to go home after our gruelling ordeal, to await results. All the greater was my surprise in mid-June when my mother triumphantly read out a telegram – from the bully himself – which went:


CONGRATULATIONS! RODDY HAS WON

6th SCHOLARSHIP.



The effect was instantaneous: I walked on air, heart thumping, mouth dry, retching with excitement. No hour in my life had been as fine as this and the day was mine, all mine; I could do what I liked, even to the extent of gorging on any number of scoops of ice-cream, actually made with real cream, from the Worth Farm Dairy in Swanage. Doubly welcome, not so much because sixth place went one better than my beloved grandfather’s seventh, but because it was two better than my Uncle Dick’s eighth.

Uncle Dick, my mother’s brother, had never liked me, which seemed to originate from him taking personal offence (as did my grandmother, Maud) over my dislike for riding and hunting. My grandfather Walter, whom I adored, was a Master of Foxhounds of the Southwold Hunt so to them it was a slight that I didn’t want to take part, even though the truth was his involvement was the sole mitigating factor. I idolised my grandfather and was tormented by having to make a stand against his most cherished sport. But I couldn’t enjoy it. On the day of my debut two foxes were chased and killed, one of the masks being awarded to me so that I could be officially ‘blooded’. Eager fingers snatched the head of a fox from hounds leaping and baying in a frenzy of excitement. Blood was carefully smeared on my face, using the fox’s brush, whilst avuncular old hunt followers dwelt on the importance of never washing it off, but letting it fade naturally away. It was then that I realised beyond all doubt that this was not for me and never could be. Similarly, I couldn’t stand to shoot, even though I’d inherited my father’s straight eye. It wasn’t the killing I couldn’t bear – I would willingly shoot any number of birds and rabbits for the pot – it was the way people behaved whilst on a shoot, the organising of it in the name of sport, which I found so jarring. The prevailing heartiness of the day guaranteed that I would feel out of things, the only really enjoyable feature being the shooting lunch, sometimes out of doors, more often in a room on a tenant’s farm. Delicious; and even better for grown-ups, who had drink to stimulate their appetites.

Sadly, throwing myself into the eating wasn’t enough for my Uncle Dick, so securing the Eton scholarship was viewed as potential reparations for my bloodsport shortcomings.* My sister Genissa sent a letter to my mother from Malvern with regards to the news (she was at St James’s† in Worcestershire where she would eventually become Head Girl): ‘It is too, too wonderful of Roddy he really has done frightfully well, and such a sell to Uncle Dick, thank heavens!!!’

The icing on the cake was when Boltosh magnanimously admitted: ‘I feel that my first duty is to apologise for casting doubts on Roddy’s ability to rise to an occasion.’ But then he had to go and spoil it by adding: ‘There is one thing which he MUST learn before he goes to Eton, and that is to be more dependable. At the moment he is, with one exception, the last boy in fifth form I would choose to do a job of any sort for me – not because I doubt his willingness or his ultimate ability to do it, but simply because he does not seem able to look after himself or to think what he has got to do, where he has got to do it and what he needs to help him do it …’ For such a damaging opinion my mother never forgave him: it was too close to echoing what my uncle thought of me.

Beastly, BEASTLY Boltosh! I thought, working myself up into a frenzy of indignation. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll prove him wrong!

And so my days at Summer Fields came to an end. There was still fun to be had. I remember a distant cousin of mine, Henry Thurrold, pointing out a passage from the Old Testament referring to men pissing against a wall. To my exceeding delight, I soon found an even more startling reference to that supposedly shocking function in 2 Kings, Chapter 18, verse 27: ‘But Rab-shakeh said unto them, Hath my master sent me to thy master, and to thee, to speak these words? Hath he not sent me to the men which sit on the wall, that they may eat their own dung and drink their own piss with you?’

Happy days indeed when such Biblical admonitions seemed the height of naughtiness!

We would eventually discover that the Lord God of Hosts had far worse in the way of punishments up His sleeve for offences we were too young to know anything about. The ‘sin’ of Onan had already become familiar at second-hand, when a couple of years before a senior called Kay obliged with a demonstration of exactly what the Bible so graphically described, there before our very eyes.* Unable to follow suit, we weren’t entirely sure what the fuss was about. When we played with ourselves, nothing happened except for an erection and a lovely tingle; never this white stuff to show for it. But with regard to the Cities of the Plain,† the first time that we realised what all those men had been up to was when Mr Williams gave us his ‘Leaving Lecture’, which, under pain of punishment, we were forbidden to divulge to our juniors.

His strictures included not just THOSE MEN, but Lot’s delightful daughters, too. Disgraceful! We came away with the conviction that there was something nasty about sex, taking place, as it evidently did, far too close to other, genuinely unclean functions. Was the aim to put us off indulging in such practices until we were too grown-up to care? If so, it was a very English way of going about things. And a complete failure, of course.
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My father’s desertion continued to cause me personally very little grief. I missed our chauffeur more than him, having conceived a passion for uniforms provided that they were worn by the right person.

Some other aspects of the divorce provided unexpected benefits. My father really had lost all his money. He had to be rescued by his thrice-widowed mother, my grandmother Maya, who was prepared to allow him £550 a year (a sum much larger than it sounds today, but nothing compared with the £10,000 p.a. he’d once enjoyed). But to promote the divorce, she settled a sum on us three children amounting to £900 p.a. which meant we were now better off. Maya’s lawyers were the trustees and so they decided when and what for we received anything, but, subject to their whims, I had some control of my own purse-strings for the first time ever. In practice, at that moment, it meant little; but the theory was a delight.

Whilst my father would later abandon dearest Tocky for Beni, the daughter of one of the trustees no less (and with whom he had two girls, Sarah and Jane), I took the continued celibacy of my mother for granted. She often invited my sympathy, referring to Miss Oxley as ‘a servant in my pay’, as though that made betrayal worse. I failed to see why. I thought she was really rather lucky to have got rid of such a quick-tempered – and newly poor – husband.

I was too young and ignorant to understand how galling it must have been for her, deserted by the one and only man in her life. She told us that she might be getting an offer of marriage from a middle-aged Naval bachelor called Hume; but as he was a bore of bores, we didn’t think she could be serious. Rather more on the cards was Reggie Boothby, a King’s Messenger who owned a fine Georgian house near Spilsby; but he had only one eye and I had the distinct impression that he was fonder of me than of her. In fact, he married an heiress and produced the required children before running off to Scandinavia to live on a boat with another man – so I may have been right.

My mother would have said yes to a godfather of mine, Lord Arthur Woodbridge, had he thought of asking her; but he didn’t, having acquired a satisfactory mistress to whom ‘nobody was ever introduced’. His tobacco factory for Churchman’s cigarettes was in Ipswich, and he lived in a vast and luxurious – but fake – house called Abbey Oaks, not all that far away. It was his generous habit to take lady friends shopping and buy them something they fancied. He once gave my mother a very pleasing set of Victorian dining-chairs, as the result of a visit to Woodhall Spa.

And so life continued. My mother didn’t like Kingston House, but true to form, I preferred it to the far grander Rempstone Hall we’d lived in before (similarly, I was the only one in our family to prefer the darker Victorian Brantham Court to the imposing Georgian Well Vale). Kingston House was built of grey Purbeck stone, splendidly castellated, and it had the most wonderful view not only of the ruins of Corfe Castle but of wide swathes of heath beyond, stretching as far as Poole Harbour.

It had been designed in the late nineteenth century by the Earl of Eldon’s pet architect, Street, as the new vicarage to go with a new church a few yards further down the hill. I could never see why Eldon thought that a village as small as Kingston could do with a second church, but that was his affair. Since the vicar was content with the old vicarage near the old church, we were the ones to benefit. We were tenants of Eldon’s son, Sir Ernest Scott, who lived at Encombe, a huge and sprawling grey Georgian house tucked into the encircling hollow bowl of land between Swyre Head and St Aldhelm’s Head, approached through thick deciduous woods.

Ernest Scott – ‘Ernie’ as we called him – gave us permission to wander all over his estate, which included not having to pay 6d at two check-points. Ernie was a small man with thin hands, eccentric in spite of having been in the Diplomatic Service where, I would have thought, all eccentricity might have been ironed out. Not so. He was obsessed with a desire for economy. To avoid using his car he would bicycle for miles, even in full evening dress, black patent-leather shoes in a basket on the handlebars.

We could bathe, if we so wished, in Freshwater Bay below Encombe, where a small waterfall trickled over grey-black cliffs of Kimmeridge clay to join the natural breakwaters of more grey-black shale leading out to sea. It was a beautiful place for picnics; you reached it along woodland paths where wild garlic grew in such profusion that when trodden on it scented all the surrounding air. Those deserted woods, from the very beginning, were marvellously exciting and became much more so with the approach of adolescence. If I had time – when coming back from using Ernie’s squash courts – I would leave the track and bounce on my bicycle over rough ground, strewn with shrubs, to a thicket where I could remain unseen, even by a stranger approaching to within a few yards. Once there, I would throw off all my clothes at top speed, as if to prepare for a ritual. Naked, I would moon about and, if the ground were not too sodden, lie down amongst green shoots of wild garlic in sheer joie de vivre.

I thought my experiences unique; and of course I was wrong, although it took several years before I found out that any number of boys had once wanted to behave as I’d behaved, also thinking themselves unique. The difference was, they usually hadn’t dared indulge: through lack of opportunity; for fear of being caught; even from prudery too deeply engrained to be lightly cast aside. Thank goodness for Encombe woods.
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All teenage boys are ripe for rebellion given the right conditions; my parents’ divorce was quite possibly a seed, and Eton was definitely the soil.

Eton was as grand as any Oxbridge college – or rather, as it’s so large, a good portion of either one of the universities – and no wonder: it was established by Henry VI in the fifteenth century as a way to enable poor, clever children to go to Cambridge. Over time, children with parents who could pay were allowed to attend, until they outnumbered everyone else. Those on a King’s Scholarship, as I was, were considered to be the poor, clever children. We were ‘Collegers’ owing to the fact the scholars were originally housed in College whilst the fee-paying students paid to stay in town; this made us ‘Tugs’, short for ‘Togati’ (‘the gowned’), and we enjoyed many traditional privileges. As the school owed its founding to our forerunners so we occupied much of the ancient parts. We walked daily across the expanse of School Yard, under Lupton’s Tower – the redbrick clocktower grander even than the entrance to Hampton Court Palace – through Cloisters and up well-worn steps into Hall, there to sit on benches at long tables of solid oak. On our way we would pass a pump, with a silver cup attached to it by a chain, from which we could drink deep draughts of ice-cold water. (After my time, the cup was stolen and the well condemned as a hazard to health, although generation after generation of poor scholars had cheerfully used it without ill effect.)

In antique living quarters, new arrivals were put into a ‘chamber’ divided into ‘stalls’, door-less but with heavy green baize curtains. At the centre of the chamber there was a space with a fireplace of ample proportions and a table deeply scored with lines and dents – public space, cheek by jowl with the cubicles. Although a cubicle was no substitute for a room of one’s own, an unwelcome intruder could be banished by the tradition of calling out ‘STALL CURTAINS!’ three times. We were looked after by a maid, Grace, and an old man called George, who grumpily woke us each morning and later made our beds.

We Tugs wore a black gown which separated us from other boys in the school (known as Oppidans, so called because originally their lot were not housed in College but paid to live in town, and oppidum is a Latin word for town). It might have been a badge of honour. It wasn’t. It simply indicated that we were ‘too keen’, unathletic ‘swots’ (a word which didn’t form part of the school’s idiosyncratic vocabulary). We were assumed to be poor, not that it mattered greatly. Money, as such, played a very small part in Eton life. Pocket money was what counted and poorer parents, as a rule, were more prodigal than the richer ones. Thanks to the divorce settlement, I was already responsible for arranging my own finances; in which way I was luckier than other boys, who had all that done for them. The worst thing about being a Tug was that black gown, which created an instantly identifiable minority. Good practice for some aspects of later life, perhaps, but who wanted a preview?

I quickly forgot my promise to prove Boltosh wrong. By the end of my first ‘half’ – as terms were known at Eton – I was faced with a truly dreadful situation. At ‘Trials’ (exams), marks for all subjects were lumped together, the total being used to decide each scholar’s place on the ladder. As I was rotten at maths and could only solve the simplest algebraic problem by learning whole pages of equations by heart, I soon realised that I was done for. However hard I worked I could never come near the top again. No luck in games either. I could kick a nifty football, but Eton didn’t go in for soccer, preferring its own ‘Field Game’, a hybrid unknown to the outside world. Neither squash nor tennis, which were my games, carried high prestige.

And so I couldn’t compete at work, nor at their idiosyncratic play; and I couldn’t retire to lick my wounds in private because there was no real privacy. My reaction was to change from being docile and hard-working into an idle rebel. It reached a point where grown-ups began getting seriously concerned. They tried one so-called remedy after another. Sternness: ‘If you don’t conform, you’ll be beaten.’ Understanding: ‘We know what it’s like for a growing boy; you’re just at the awkward stage.’ Indifference: ‘If you’re determined to go to the Devil, we’ll have to wash our hands of you!’ None of those techniques of adult desperation worked, of course.

Luckily, there were a few favourable outside influences. My beloved grandfather sent a brace of pheasants to our learned Provost, Monty James, his school contemporary. The following Sunday the great man, writer of superb ghost-stories, who was said to be able to read a book at the rate of turning over a page, asked me to a delicious full English breakfast in his comfortable lodgings. I prattled away, sixteen to the dozen, and he repeated the invitation several times each ‘half’.

As I could impress (some) grown-ups, given the right opportunity, what about having a go at impressing older boys who, owing especially to the system of ‘fagging’, held all of the power? We weren’t allowed to mingle with boys more than one ‘election’ higher, i.e. senior by more than a year, but ‘Love Will Find a Way’, theme song from the operetta The Maid of the Mountains, was echoed in many a heart. Love certainly would find a way for someone used to hearing that his fair curls were ‘wasted on a boy’. I planned to open the campaign by ingratiating myself with anyone who might possess (or come to possess) power over me.

With most, I failed, but others responded in what I was naive enough to think was a strange way: they blushed; they stammered; one put his arms around me; another manfully gripped my shoulders. Over such enthusiasts I acquired an instant, effortless mastery – rather exciting. So this was love? How little I’d known about it before! It seemed that everyone not positively hideous was up to similar pranks, the key word being ‘worship’.

‘You WORship him!’ one little horror would shout at another.

Or, more thrillingly: ‘He worships YOU!’

Worship could take the oddest forms: sometimes the worshipper did no more than gaze adoringly from afar, at pains to avoid the slightest contact; sometimes with a directly opposite effect, by inflicting punishment on the grounds that there must be ‘no favouritism’. [I saw through that excuse straight away, even before reading Freud’s Totem and Taboo, from which I learned that people’s apparent motives were seldom their true ones – a startling theory which, in a sense, changed my life.]

I was a late developer, which had caused me much anxiety in the past. When my body, to my relief, started going the way of all schoolboy bodies, I learnt what made other boys blush and grope. I was soon at it too, though in a mawkish sort of way, not quite sure what I was supposed to do. For instance, Billy Ednam* begged me to stand absolutely still against a wall, facing him. Towering above me, trousers down, wriggling like an eel, he would be gripped by a paroxysm of sex, after which he’d abruptly leave the room, without a word; whereas John Tweedie did much more, with grunts of delight and without guilt-ridden after-effects. I soon learnt that semen had a smell as individual as BO. It had never occurred to me before, having never experienced enough of it to make comparisons.

Tweedie bought gramophone records for me, ‘When My Dream Boat Comes Home’ being a particular favourite. If we met in Rowlands, the school shop, I’d be stood waffles and ‘strawberry messes’ – as many as I could wolf down.

Then there was an older boy called Chadwick who wished me to ‘experiment’ (as he put it) with the end of an umbrella – a mystifying procedure which ended with the ferrule breaking through the seam of his tightly stretched trousers, drawing blood. He yelped, and for the next few days went about looking pensive before suggesting a repeat performance, to which I turned a deaf ear. Avoiding pain, not inflicting it, was my aim.
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Life at Eton was never dull. In summer, when not rowing as ‘Wet-bobs’ or playing cricket as ‘Dry-bobs’, we could frequent the Music or the Drawing Schools, or go for long walks through Windsor. Few worked seriously except for the Tugs, and Tugs (like monks in a secular world) made up for the prevailing spirit of indolence by working overtime. How lucky I was to be a Tug! I wish I’d thought so then.

One of my favoured pursuits was considering religion, as I was at the right age to be confirmed. By default that meant Church of England. My family inclinations were towards middle-of-the-road Anglicanism. Because of this, I confessed to a fondness for ‘High’ practices, complete with clouds of incense. I liked to be different. One of my strongest and purest differing attitudes to my family was on the subject of war: I’d thought about it seriously and come to the conclusion that it was wrong. In spite of this, I joined the Corps, as a good contingent of Eton boys did, succumbing to pressure from my grandmother, and to some extent from my mother, both of them anxious to prove to Uncle Dick that there was stern stuff in me. More reflection led me to decide that I should never have listened to advice so blatantly against the grain of my nature, so I soon resigned from the Corps and joined the Peace Pledge Union. Becoming a pacifist caused the most extraordinary upset which seemed to anger almost everyone, both at school and at home, so to that extent it was a triumph of self-assertion.

My chase for Catholicism brought me into touch with the school’s Reverend Robin Hudson, an added inducement being that his sister had married the Duke of Richmond. The Rev., I was astonished to find, promptly developed a crush on me, even going so far as to take me up to London one evening, allowing me to select which show we’d see. I chose the Empire, Shepherd’s Bush, chiefly in order to hear ‘The Two Leslies’ singing ‘Ain’t it grand, to be bloomin’ well dead!’ They made a lower-class funeral sound so mournfully comic that I could almost agree with them. The Rev. was appalled by my lack of taste, for which reason (I supposed) he gradually dropped me from his affections. But it may really have been because, little prude that I was in spite of all my own transgressions, I edged away from the hand reaching out to pat my knee.

My other experiences with clergymen were of a completely different kind. Spurred on by my distant cousin Henry, the one from Summer Fields, also at Eton, I wrote to all the reverends with titles, just for the fun of seeing how they’d reply to my supposedly serious request for details of local ghost-stories. Many answered, some at great length.

Canon Antony Deane, living, on account of his official post, actually within the walls of Windsor Castle, was another distant cousin, so of course he was one of my priestly targets for Sunday tea when there was nothing more interesting to do.

Other places to take tea included the fashionable Cockpit, or the less fashionable Nell Gwyn up near the Castle, where ‘ladies’ served cream teas on fine ironstone crockery. At Nell Gwyn’s I met Marlene Dietrich. She looked as singular as she did on her posters: frizzed blonde hair, high arched eyebrows, deep eyelids and obvious cheekbones. I stared at her, eyes bulging, then strolled over to talk, without asking for an autograph. She seemed to enjoy it; and perhaps she did. An Eton boy was a scalp, of a sort – she wasn’t to know that I was only an unimportant Tug.

I welcomed the rare – very rare – occasions when my father turned up in the open Lancia with my once-beloved Tocky, now his somewhat embarrassed Evelyn, before he left her for Beni. We would drive out somewhere and have whatever meal the occasion demanded. He seemed like an amiable stranger, good for a tip if for nothing else. I can’t remember ever asking him about his wonderful pre-war expeditions. Perhaps they wouldn’t have interested my self-centred self at that time. I was more concerned with the way in which I had suddenly shot up (apparently after being stung by a wasp at the back of my neck) nearly nine inches in a year.

School memories can be boring
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