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PENGUIN BOOKS


THE MOON’S A BALLOON


David Niven was one of Britain’s best-known actors and, in later years, a bestselling author – his autobiography, The Moon’s a Balloon, first published in 1971, has sold over 5 million copies worldwide. Often remembered for playing the archetypal English gentleman, he made ninety films during a career that stretched over forty years.


David Niven was born in London in 1910. Losing his father in the First World War, his childhood was quite unsettled until he attended Stowe School. After passing out from the Royal Military College at Sandhurst he gained a commission with the Highland Light Infantry, serving for a time in Malta. He resigned his commission at the age of twenty-three and took off for Canada and the United States, where for three years he tried his hand at a variety of jobs before heading west to Hollywood. Of his pre-war films the best-known is probably The Prisoner of Zenda (1937). When war broke out Niven returned to England and rejoined the army, this time in the Rifle Brigade. In 1946 Niven was widowed after the tragic death of his first wife, Primmie. Over the next twenty years he went on to make some of his best films, including the Oscar-winning Separate Tables, Around the World in Eighty Days, Casino Royale, The Guns of Navarone, Please Don’t Eat the Daisies and Death on the Nile. A natural storyteller, he published his first novel, Round the Rugged Rocks, in 1951 and his two volumes of autobiography, The Moon’s A Balloon (1971) and Bring on the Empty Horses (1975), were instant bestseller. His last book, Go Slowly, Come Back Quickly was published in 1981. David Niven died in July 1983, survived by his second wife and his four children.
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who knows if the moon’s

a balloon, coming out of a keen city

in the sky—filled with pretty people?

(and if you and i should


get into it, if they

should take me and take you into their balloon,

why then

we’d go up higher with all the pretty people


than houses and steeples and clouds:

go sailing

away and away sailing into a keen

city which nobody’s ever visited, where

always

   it’s

      Spring) and everyone’s

in love and flowers pick themselves

e. e. cummings
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Introduction


Evelyn Waugh penned these words: ‘Only when one has lost all curiosity about the future has one reached the age to write an autobiography.’

It is daunting to consider the sudden wave of disillusionment that must have swept over such a brilliant man and caused him to write such balls.

Nearer the mark, it seems to me, is Professor John Kenneth Galbraith of Harvard University who wrote: ‘Books can be broken broadly into two classes: those written to please the reader and those written for the greater pleasure of the writer. Subject to numerous and distinguished exceptions, the second class is rightly suspect and especially if the writer himself appears in the story. Doubtless, it is best to have one’s vanity served by others; but when all else fails, it is something men do for themselves. Political memoirs, biographies of great business tycoons and the annals of aging actors sufficiently illustrate the point.’

The italics are mine.

I apologise for the ensuing name dropping. It was hard to avoid it.

People in my profession, who, like myself, have the good fortune to parlay a minimal talent into a long career, find all sorts of doors opened that would otherwise have remained closed. Once behind those doors it makes little sense to write about the butler if Chairman Mao is sitting down to dinner.

DAVID NIVEN

Cap Ferrat A.M.
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Chapter One



Nessie, when I first saw her, was seventeen years old, honey-blonde, pretty rather than beautiful,
the owner of a voluptuous but somehow innocent body and a pair of legs that went on for ever. She was a Piccadilly whore. I was a fourteen-year-old heterosexual
schoolboy and I met her thanks to my stepfather. (If you would like to skip on and meet Nessie more fully, she reappears on page 41.)

I had a stepfather because my father, along with 90 per cent of his comrades in the Berkshire Yeomanry, had landed with
immense panache at Suvla Bay. Unfortunately, the Turks were given ample time to prepare to receive them. For days, sweltering in their troopships, the Berkshire
Yeomanry had ridden at anchor off shore while the High Command in London argued as to the best way to get them on the beach. Finally, they arrived at their brilliant
decision and the troops dutifully embarked in the ship’s whalers. On arrival they held their rifles above their heads, cheered, and gallantly leaped into
the dark waist-high water. A combination of barbed wire beneath the surface and machine guns to cover the barbed wire, provided a devastating welcome.

Woodpigeons were calling on a warm summer evening and my sister, Grizel, and I were swapping cigarette cards on an old
tree trunk in the paddock when a red-eyed maid came and told us our mother wanted to see us and that we were not to stay too long.

After a rather incoherent interview with our mother, who was French, and had trouble explaining what
‘missing’ meant, we returned to the swapping of cigarette cards and resumed our perusal of endless trains lumbering along a distant embankment
loaded with guns and waving young men … 1915.

I am afraid my father’s death meant little or nothing to me at the time; later it meant a great deal. I was just
five years old and had not seen him much except when I was brought down to be shown off before arriving dinner guests or departing fox-hunting companions. I could
always tell which were which because the former smelled of soap and perfume and the latter of sweat and spirits.

I lived with Grizel in a nursery presided over by a warm enveloping creature, Whitty.

Rainy days were spent being taught Highland reels by a wounded piper of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and
listening to a gramophone equipped with an immense horn. Our favourite record had ‘The Ride of the Valkyrie’ on one side and, on the other, a
jolly little number for those days, called ‘The Wreck of the Troopship’. We were specially fascinated by the whinnying of the horses as
the sharks moved in (the troops were on the way to the South African War).

Occasionally, I was taken to the hospital in Cirencester to ‘do my bit’. This entailed trying not
to fidget or jump while V.A.D.s practised bandaging any part of me they fancied.

The war days sped by and the house in Gloucestershire was sold. So, too, was one we had in Argyllshire. Everyone, my
mother included, was under the misapprehension that my father was very rich. He had cheerfully gone off to war like a knight of old, taking with him as troopers his
valet, his under-gardener and two grooms. He also took his hunters, but these were exchanged for rifles in Egypt en route and my father, his valet and one groom were
duly slaughtered.

It transpired that he was hugely in debt at the time.

We soon moved to London to a large, damp house in Cadogan Place. Straw had been laid in the street when we arrived to make
things quieter for someone dying next door. The sweaty, hearty, red-faced, country squires were replaced by pale, gay, young men who recited poetry and sang to my
mother. She was very beautiful, very musical, very sad and lived on cloud nine.

A character called ‘Uncle Tommy’* soon made his appearance and became a permanent member of her entourage. Gradually the pale, gay young men gave way to pale, sad, older men.

‘Uncle Tommy’ was a second line politician who did not fight in the war. A tall, ramrod straight
creature with immensely high, white collars, a bluish nose and a very noisy cuff-link combination which he rattled at me when I made an eating error
at mealtime.

I don’t believe he was very healthy really. Anyway he got knighted for something to do with the Conservative
Party and the Nineteen Hundred Club, and Cadogan Place became a rendezvous for people like Lord Willoughby de Broke, Sir Edward Carson, K.C., and Sir Edward
Marshall Hall, K.C. I suppose it bubbled with the sort of brilliant conversation into which children these days would be encouraged to join, but, as soon as it
started, Grizel and I were sent up to a nursery which had a linoleum floor and a string bag full of apples hanging outside the window during the winter. Grizel, who
was two years older than me, became very interested during this period in the shape and form of my private parts; but when after a particularly painful inspection, I
claimed my right to see hers too, she covered up sharply and dodged the issue by saying, ‘Well, it’s a sort of flat arrangement.’

The Germans raided London. High in the night sky, I saw a Zeppelin in flames.

One day my mother took me to buy a pair of warm gloves. Some Fokkers came over and everyone rushed into the street to point
them out to each other. Then as the possibility of what might be about to drop out of the Fokkers dawned on them they rushed back indoors again.

My mother didn’t leave the glove shop. She was busy giving a discourse on the superior quality of French gloves
when the manager said, ‘This place will come down like a pack of cards.’ By this time the Fokkers must have been fifty miles away but I was
nevertheless lugged across the street and we joined an undignified Gadarene swine movement down the steps of the Knightsbridge Tube station. One woman had a parrot.
Another had hysterics and between screams, ate handsful of marmalade out of a stone jar, a spectacle I found highly enjoyable.

Uncle Tommy’s marriage to my mother coincided with my sixth birthday. The wedding took place at All Saints,
Sloane Street. Purple with embarrassment, I was press-ganged into being a page and pressure-fed into a primrose coloured suit with mother-of-pearl buttons, a white
lace collar, shorts and socks.

I did everything I could do to wreck the show and fidgeted and picked my nose till an aquiline
creature, later identified as the famous Margot Asquith, came and knelt in the aisle to comfort me. I decided she was a witch and again and again informed the
congregation of this discovery in a shrill treble.

I was removed and Uncle Tommy, forever politically sensitive, treated me from that moment on with frosty distaste.

My eldest brother, Henri (known as Max), was a naval cadet at Dartmouth, longing to get into the war. My elder sister, Joyce,
was at home helping my mother and Grizel had gone away to boarding school in Norfolk. I was the youngest. And, overcoming my mother’s apprehensions,
‘Tommy’ soon saw to it that I was packed off to a boarding school near Worthing.

Apart from the Chinese, the only people in the world who pack their sons off to the tender care of unknown and often
homosexual schoolmasters at the exact moment when they are most in need of parental love and influence, are the British so-called upper and middle classes.

I had not long been at boarding school before I discovered that life could be hell. There was a great deal of bullying and
for a six-year-old, the spectacle of a gang of twelve-year-olds bearing down, cracking wet towels like whips, can be terrifying.

For the most part, the masters were even more frightening. It would be charitable to think that they were shell-shocked
heroes returned from the hell of Mons and Vimy, but it seems more probable that they were sadistic perverts who had been dredged up from the bottom of the educational
barrel at a time of acute manpower shortage.

One, a Mr. Croome, when he tired of pulling ears halfway out of our heads (I still have one that sticks out almost at
right angles thanks to this son of a bitch), and delivering, for the smallest mistake in declension, back-handed slaps that knocked one off one’s bench,
delighted in saying, ‘Show me the hand that wrote this’, and then bringing down the sharp edge of a heavy ruler across the offending wrist.

He took the last class on Friday evening and I remember praying every week that he would die before then so that I could
somehow reach the haven of Saturday and Sunday and the comparative safety of the weekend.

I don’t think I have ever been so frightened of a human being in my life. Once he made me
lean out of a fourth floor window – a stupefying height for a little boy – then he shut the window across the small of my back, ordered two equally
terrified boys to hold my feet and laid into me mightily with a cane. All this for some mistake in – ‘common are saceredos dux vates parens et
conjux …’

Years later, when I was at Sandhurst and playing in the Rugby football fifteen, big enough and ugly enough to take care of
myself, I had an overpowering urge to see the bastard again, face to face.

I went down to the school, filled with vindictiveness. I don’t know what I intended to do really, but when I got
there I found the school deserted; its prison-like exercise yard full of rubbish and old newspapers. The fourth floor window, out of which I had dangled, was broken and
open to the rain – it didn’t even look very high.

My mother, at the time, however, would not believe my tales of woe or rather Uncle Tommy persuaded her that they were
nonsense, telling her that all boys exaggerated and that anyway she could not be expected to know anything about English schools.

After two years of this purgatory, I got a large and painful boil as a result of the bad food. ‘Oh!’ said
the matron, ‘that’s nothing, don’t make such a fuss!’, and lopped off the top of it with a pair of scissors. The ensuing
infection was pretty horrible and put me in hospital.

The next term, I was removed and sent to Heatherdown at Ascot.

At this point, I don’t believe my mother was actually taking in washing, but, as sure as hell, she was sending very
little out, and it must have been a fearful drain on her resources. Heatherdown was far more expensive than Worthing; certainly only a token subscription to the family
coffers was being made by Uncle Tommy and she still had her thumb in the dyke of my father’s debts, but I was blissfully unconscious of all this and wallowed
in my good fortune.

Heatherdown was a very different cup of tea, very carriage-trade, very protected and, compared to Worthing, very soft, very
snobbish. Everybody went from there to Eton. Gone were the sadistic masters and the school bullies tying small boys to hot radiators; no more
scissor-wielding matrons; no more ex-naval cooks with finger nails like toe nails doling out their nauseous confections; and, receding like a bad dream, were the
flinty playground and the evil-smelling doorless lavatories, open to the elements and to the helpful advice of schoolmates.

Instead, I found a world of cleanliness and kindly masters; motherly matrons; green playing fields; a lake; delicious food
and a swimming pool. In short … schoolboy heaven.

The only grown-ups who hit me were the headmaster who, under great provocation, occasionally uncorked a dose of the cane;
and a dear old gentleman who taught divinity, called Mr. Hodgson, who sometimes brandished a clothes brush known as ‘Dixon and Parker’ because
if, as rarely happened, he hit someone with it, the name of the maker was left imprinted on the bum.

After the appalling apprenticeship of Worthing, I could not believe that life could be so perfect. Released from fear and
oppression, the whole thing went to my head.

Almost nine, I became something of a clown. This was hastened on when, for some strange reason, my balls dropped three
years earlier than they should have done.

I was in the choir at the time, the possessor of a voice of guileless purity. Sometimes I was entrusted with solo
passages and it was on such an occasion, and in front of a full house, that disaster struck.

Ascot Sunday – parents staying for the race meeting in smart country houses nearby had filled the chapel to
capacity. Alone, I was piping my way through ‘There is a green hill far away, without a city wall’. … Suddenly, on the word
‘wall’ a fearful braying sound issued from the angelic face of the soloist. I tried for the note again: this time it sounded like a Rolls-Royce
klaxon of the period. The paper-thin discipline of the choir quickly disintegrated … repressed laughter became contagious and finally, general.

Immediately after chapel, I was caned by the headmaster – Sammy Day. He had once played cricket for England and
still had one of the best late cuts in the business. It hurt a lot and, considering the medical evidence that was from then on permanently with me, was rather
unfair.

Boys are terrible snobs and I was annually unnerved when the school list came out, to see some of
my contemporaries sniggering because in between the young marquesses and dukes with their splendid addresses, was –

Niven, D. Rose Cottage, Bembridge, I.W.

It had become necessary for the house in London to be sold and our permanent address was now as advertised – a
converted fisherman’s cottage which had a reputation for unreliability. 
When the East wind blew, the front door got stuck and when the West wind blew, the back door could not be opened – only the combined weight of the family
seemed to keep it anchored to the ground. I adored it and was happier there than I had ever been, especially because, with a rare flash of genius, my mother decided
that during the holidays she would be alone with her children.

Uncle Tommy was barred – I don’t know where he went – to the Carlton Club, I suppose.

After the sudden descent of my testicles, I was removed from the choir as a bad risk and became the
‘bellows man’ and the musical success of each service (we suffered through two a day) depended entirely on my prowess behind the organ. This
was a position of great trust, but the newly found clown in me could not resist the opportunities it offered. For a small price – two chocolate whirls, one
Cadbury’s Milk Flake or a brace of Turkish delights – I could be bribed to let the air out of the bellows on important occasions. The whole school,
on the selected day, would be in the know and would sit through an endless sermon hugging itself with delicious anticipation.

It took careful preparation but I could generally arrange matters so that a rude noise could be subtly injected into the
proceedings, usually just after an Amen. I could redress the situation rapidly by quick pumping and only the connoisseurs could detect that it was not a mistake
… the boys were all connoisseurs.

Once I tried it when the Bishop of Ripon was in the middle of a special address. This was my masterpiece and also my downfall
but the bribes were mountainous.

It was a highly technical job and involved surreptitiously and noiselessly keeping the bellows half-filled for several
minutes after the end of the preceding hymn. I had intended to let this air out in a series of well-spaced small squeaks and trills thus keeping the
boys happy during what promised to be a long, trying period, but something went wrong and it all came out at once and on a most unfortunate cue … a
quotation from Proverbs 7, ‘I have perfumed my bed with myrrh, aloes and cinnamon. …’

It was as if the bellows could not contain themselves any longer – a tremendous fart rent the air. All was
confusion.

The school was infiltrated with informers and I was soon dealt with once more by the long-suffering Sammy Day.

I loved Heatherdown and tried hard to uphold the agricultural standards of the landed gentry with whom I was rubbing
shoulders.

Every summer on the First Sunday After the Derby (it is not thus described in the Book of Common Prayer but so many boys of
noble birth had racehorse owner fathers that at Heatherdown, it far outranked Rogation Sunday, the Sunday after Advent, and the Twenty-first Sunday after Trinity)
a prize was given to the boy with the most beautiful garden. Each boy had one about the size of a lavatory mat in a small commercial hotel, but immense ingenuity and
forethought was displayed by the owners. Actually, these allotments were status symbols of the worst kind, and boys whose family estates employed an army of
gardeners proudly displayed the most exotic flowers and shrubs, delivered for planting hot from the family greenhouses while the more modest smallholders nurtured
colourful annuals and arranged them in intricate patterns.

I could only manage a bi-annual crop of mustard and cress.

The year that Humorist won the Derby saw that rare phenomenon, a drought in England, and my crop, carefully timed for the
Flower Show, failed, burned to a crisp.

By now the self-appointed jester to the upper classes, I decided to fill the gap, and creeping out of the dormitory after
dark, I made my way downstairs and flitting from tree to tree in the moonlight, arrived at a well-known gap in the wall which separated Heatherdown from Heathfield
– the girls’ school next door.

From preliminary reconnaissance, I knew that this gap opened on to the kitchen garden. I selected a huge vegetable marrow
plant, pulled it up by the roots and once safely back on the male side of the wall, hid it behind a piece of corrugated iron.

It took some while and several near heart attacks but I finally made it back to bed. The next morning I retrieved the
marrow and in the hubbub caused by the arrival of other boys’ parents in Daimlers and Rolls-Royces, managed to plant my prize on my poor piece of desert.

It didn’t go down very well. The Countess of Jersey – one of the parents – presented the
prizes.

She didn’t give one to me and later, I was caned again by a no longer affable Sammy Day: not for making a nonsense
of the Flower Show which could have been justified – but for stealing which put a totally different connotation on the thing.

After this, I went rapidly downhill from popular school clown to unpopular school nuisance. Striving to maintain my waning
reputation, I fell in the lake and nearly drowned, purposely split the seat of my trousers on the school walk through Ascot and was caught trying to get into the
Racecourse – a hideous crime. Poor Brian Franks, a Bembridge friend, near death’s door with pneumonia at Wixenford, a school nearby, received from
me on the day of his ‘crisis’, a large chocolate box inside which was a smaller box, then a smaller box and so on down the scale to a match box
with a piece of dog’s mess in it.

Not a funny joke, especially for the Matron who opened it, but then I didn’t know Brian was ill.

Brian *
 overcame his illness and my gift and has remained a life-long friend but the Matron took a dim view, the smoke signals went up between Wixenford and Heatherdown
and Sammy Day decided that his school could get along without me.

I was ten and a half when I was expelled.
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Chapter Two



There is a Chinese proverb to the effect that when everything in the garden is at its most beautiful, an ill wind blows the seeds of weeds and suddenly, when least expected, all is ugliness.

The decision to remove me from Heatherdown, I am sure, was not taken lightly because in those days expulsion from school was tantamount to ruin for a boy of my age. Public schools with bulging waiting lists could pick and choose among far more desirable applicants and any boy without a public school education started life at an incalculable disadvantage. Sure enough my mother soon received a polite letter from Mr. Tuppy Headlam for whose house at Eton I had hopefully been entered, saying that unfortunately, he had decided that he was going to have to ‘shorten his entry list etc. etc.’

But of this I knew nothing. It was the end of term anyway, and in the excitement I noticed no chill on the pan of Sammy Day, nor any of the other masters, as I said goodbye and went off whooping and hollering with the rest of the boys to board the school train for the trip to London.

On arrival at Waterloo Station, the shouting, laughing hysterically happy boys were clutched to parental bosoms while eyes were averted from filthy nails, grease spots and ink stains.

I braced myself for my usual encounter with ‘Tommy’. He was enlisted on these occasions to meet the school train at one platform, collect my trunk and see me safely ensconced in a third-class compartment on the train for Portsmouth Harbour where my mother would be waiting to take me on the ferry across the Solent to Ryde and thence to my beloved Rose Cottage, Bembridge, I.W. Once this had been accomplished, Tommy’s contribution to the proceedings ended.

‘Tommy’ was easily identifiable. Above his beetling eyebrows and Duke of Wellington nose, he wore a top hat, the wont of his ilk whenever the King was in London. He bore down upon me, uttered no word of greeting and with an imperious gesture of his umbrella commanded me to follow. Everything so far had been perfectly normal. He hardly ever wasted conversation on me, so the silent march through the station following a porter with my trunk gave me no sense of foreboding.

Soon I was alone in a sooty compartment that smelled of stale smoke and orange peel, watching the retreating figure of my step-father stalking towards the exit. Hanging out of the window I saw him pause and speak to the guard and point in my direction. The guard nodded his understanding. Soon we were off.

I sat back and savoured the delicious aroma of my compartment, then, after examining the framed, faded pictures of Freshwater Bay and Shanklin, I snuggled into my corner seat, gazed out of the window and gave myself up to delicious anticipation of the four weeks’ holiday ahead.

My mother had beautiful teeth and a beautiful smile. I imagined her standing by the barrier, the Harbour behind her, waiting for me. Would I run to meet her as I longed to do? No, I thought, the little kids at Waterloo had looked pretty soppy doing that; I would play the whole thing cool – saunter, that’s what I’d do, saunter, and then suddenly, shove out my hand and give her the wooden bracket I had made for her in the carpentry class. I had clutched this bracket in my hand wrapped in brown paper ever since I left Heatherdown.

Two hours later, the green Hampshire countryside gave way to the drab outskirts of Portsmouth and as the train slowed down for its first stop, Portsmouth Town, I looked down into the busy heart of the city – another five minutes, ten at the most and I would see my mother and the holidays really would start. I wondered if the tyres of my bicycle were flat and if Grizel and Joyce were there and above all if, Brian Franks was back from Wixenford yet. Max I knew was away on a six months’ training cruise as a cadet on H.M.S. Thunderer but I squirmed with excitement, little knowing that the Chinese wind had blown a whole car load of weeds into my garden and I was, at that very moment, waist deep in nettles.

The train stopped. The guard opened the door, jerked his thumb in my direction and addressed someone behind him. ‘That’s the little bastard.’

A gigantic man in a trench coat with a magenta coloured face and tufts of hair sprouting on his cheek bones, filled the doorway.

‘Get your things,’ he commanded, ‘you are coming with me.’

‘No, sir,’ I quavered, ‘my mother is waiting for me at the next stop.’

‘Don’t argue, get your bloody things.’

Stupefied with fear, I cowered into my corner.

‘Oh, Christ!’ said the man to the guard, ‘get his bloody things down, will you? I’ll lug him out.’

With that, while the guard lowered my suitcase and mackintosh, this huge creature picked me up bodily. I grabbed wildly at the luggage rack as I was carried out and dropped my mother’s bracket. I don’t think I fought much or even cried. I was paralysed with terror.

I was dragged along the platform, outside into the station yard and shoved into an ancient car.

‘What are you doing with that little boy?’ asked a woman with a baby.

‘Mind your own fucking business,’ was the answer. I noticed a heavy smell of spirits.

Through Portsmouth we lurched and out to the genteel suburbs of Southsea. I now sobbed uncontrollably. My brain refused to consider what could be happening to me. I cried for my mother.

‘Stop that bloody noise and when you do, I’ll tell you where you’re going.’

My sobs dried up into a snivelling kind of hiccups.

‘First of all, you have been expelled from Heatherdown because you are a dirty little shit. You are not going home for the holidays, you are staying here with me and if you don’t behave yourself, I’ll tan the arse off you – Any questions?’

I shall always remember Southsea Common: flat, greasy, wet and windswept, with a dejected flock of dirty sheep morosely munching its balding surface.

Halfway across he stopped the car and slapped me hard several times across the face.

‘Stop it, for Christ’s sake … You’re not a bloody girl.’

I was still whimpering with fear when we arrived at a dreary house in a shoddy row. Grimy net curtains and an aspidistra filled half of a bleak downstairs window which looked on to a brick path and a muddy garden: the other half was filled by the curious faces of half a dozen boys.

Commander Bollard ran a school for ‘difficult’ boys.

I don’t know how my stepfather found him. He was an unlovable man who fulminated constantly against the terrible injustice he had suffered by being ‘axed’ from the Navy when a promising Lieutenant-Commander. Now he and his thin-lipped, blue-veined, tweedy, terribly ‘refained’ wife added to his meagre pension and indulged their mutual passion for pink gin by taking in a dozen or so boarders.

The boarders were without exception pretty hard cases. Nearly all had been expelled from one or more schools and despairing parents had committed them to the tender care of Commander and Mrs. Bollard, hoping that stern discipline would work where kindness or indifference had so far failed.

A few eventually pulled themselves together and clawed their way back to acceptance by lesser public schools. Others ran away and joined the merchant navy. Several ended up in Borstal.

The gallant Commander laid about him with a will on the smallest excuse, and there was hardly a bottom in the house that did not bear witness to his Dickensian brutality.

We were treated like young criminals and soon began to feel that we might as well behave like them. Pocket money was not allowed as part of our ‘cure’, but extra food was essential because the gin-sodden labours of Mrs. Bollard only half-filled our bellies.

The house was a three-storeyed rabbit warren and terribly over-populated, but oh! it was clean. We scrubbed and re-scrubbed every inch of it daily. It must have been the only building in existence where the wooden floors were holystoned twice a day. Oil lamps had to be spotless too – there was no electric light – and an ill-trimmed wick was evil-smelling evidence of highly punishable inefficiency.

The ghastly dining-room was called the ‘Gun Room’, the kitchen ‘the Galley’, the cellar ‘the Brig’ and so forth. We did not sleep in hammocks but on wooden shelves, four to a room. The Commander and his wife prowled about at night in stockinged feet hoping to catch us talking.

A couple of grey-faced ex-schoolmasters came every day to give us almost continuous lessons and there were no games. Saturday afternoons were free and we made full use of them.

One of the few useful things I learned there was the Morse Code which the Commander taught himself. I suspect it was all he knew but it made it unnecessary to speak when talking after lights out. It did, however, make flashlights and batteries an essential plan of our survival kit. These were procured in the same way as food – by stealing.

On Saturday afternoons, ‘the ship’s company’, as the Commander liked to refer to his charges, split up into highly organised gangs of four to six and went shop-lifting for chocolate, condensed milk, cakes, batteries, flashlights, and other essentials.

Every day was torture for me. I received no word from my mother and when once I borrowed enough money, seven-pence I believe, to put through a telephone call to wish her a happy Easter, somebody at Rose Cottage hung up as soon as they heard my voice. Feeling a complete outcast and worst of all, within sight of Bembridge seven miles away across the water, I gradually became the best and most dedicated ‘front man’ in the establishment.

‘Curly’ and ‘Dusty’ were the two unchallenged gang leaders. I worked mostly in Curly’s group. A large foxy-faced boy with a mop of sandy hair, protruding teeth and freckles, he called the shots on Saturdays. He was a brilliant organiser.

On Saturday mornings he decided exactly what was to be lifted during the afternoon and it was never an excessive amount – food for consumption during the coming week or saleable goods to provide purchasing power. Curly knew a ‘fence’ in Southampton who worked with smugglers in the merchant navy and with the exception of our most ambitious effort, a ‘hot’ motorcycle, which had to be dumped in a chalk quarry on the Downs, this man took everything we had to offer.

One Saturday I was paid the supreme compliment of being chosen to travel with Curly on the bus to Southampton to visit the ‘fence’.

Curly had decided that as summer was coming on, thin cotton shirts and singlets would be most acceptable to the ‘fence’s’ regular customers – sailors heading for the Indian Ocean, Dakar or Panama. We lifted that day about two dozen saleable articles. As front man for candy, cigarettes and buns, my job was simple: to open big blue eyes wide and engage the owner of a tobacconist’s or cake shop in long conversation about the price of various items which I hoped to be able to buy for my crippled uncle in hospital. While this was going on, one or two of the rest of the gang pocketed necessities from the far end of the counter. It was easy, in the small shops but the big stores, with the possibility of store detectives, called for a more advanced technique – the marbles.

Once I saw that ‘the lifters’ were exactly in position for their grab, I burst a large paper bag full of glass marbles. The crash of falling glass turned all heads – many willing souls stooped to aid the poor little boy who even on occasions could summon up a few tears of embarrassment.

We never ‘worked’ the same store twice.

Three weeks passed and as a relief from the Commander’s crude and vicious discipline – I once spent a whole day in ‘the brig’: alone in the darkness of the cellar listening to the rats scrabbling about among piles of old newspapers around me – Saturday afternoons became oases in the desert of my loneliness.

Thrashed by the Commander for the smallest offence, ill-fed, apparently deserted by the family, expelled from a well-known school and facing my future through a bead curtain of question marks, I was, after ten years of life, already at a very low ebb.

But if, Dear Reader, you should think that I was a victim of circumstances, a magnet for bad luck, or just plain ‘hardly done by’, I beg you also to consider the possibility that I was a thoroughly poisonous little boy.

After a month under the command of Commander Bollard, his wife one day came to find me. A cigarette permanently waggled from her tight mouth. Her upper lip was yellow.

‘May husbind wants yew,’ she announced.

I followed her to the ‘Captain’s Cabin’ – a dreadful little study full of leather furniture and old navy lists. Around the place plenty of bottles were in evidence – none held sailing ships.

The Commander lounged behind his desk.

‘All right, you little bugger, you have been sprung. Get packed, don’t steal anybody else’s stuff because you go through Customs here before you leave – you’re catching the three o’clock ferry to the Island.’

My heart nearly stopped beating. I could hardly believe it. I rushed upstairs and started packing furiously, terrified that he would change his mind.

No mother met the ferry on which I was dumped unceremoniously by the gallant Commander. With a strange last-minute change of character, he thrust a stick of Southsea Rock into my hand along with my ticket.

On the short train trip to Bembridge I reflected on what sort of welcome would be awaiting me.

It was my ally, Grizel, very distressed, bless her, who met me and as we walked up the hill to the cottage, she filled me in as to my immediate fate.

I was to be sent into the Navy, if they would have me and if I could pass the exam, about two years hence.

‘How is Mum? Is she very angry with me?’

‘I think she is terribly unhappy about Heatherdown. They wouldn’t have you at Eton after being expelled, you know.’

I had a poor welcome at Rose Cottage, but it was no worse than I had expected. My mother was in her room. I went upstairs with leaden feet and watery knees.

Coldly she went over my miserable performance at Heatherdown – the damage was done, she said, but it was far more serious than I realised – I wouldn’t be able to get into anything now. The Navy might take me but everything depended on getting very high marks in the exam: if I got those they might overlook my being expelled from school.

My mother explained that I had been brought over from Portsmouth, not for a holiday but to repack my trunk and leave the very next morning for Penn Street, in Buckinghamshire, where ‘Uncle Tommy’ had arranged for me to go to a crammer’s who would try to get me past the entrance examination for Dartmouth.

Another of ‘Uncle Tommy’s’ selections? I quailed at the thought but I couldn’t see that things could get very much worse than they had been lately so after a silent family supper, I borrowed Grizel’s bicycle and pedalled up to the Mill House where Brian Franks lived, knowing I would find a sympathetic ear.

Still shaky from his illness, Brian gave me an eye-witness account of the opening of my gift. It seemed that the Matron had unwrapped the box with quite a flourish and the contents had flown into a medicine cabinet whence it had been extracted with forceps.

Brian said he had begun to feel better from that moment.

I have noticed again and again that when things are really black and one feels that they can’t possibly get any worse – they often do. This time, however, things improved.

The crammer at Penn Street was the Vicar – the Reverend Arthur Browning, a magnificent looking grandson of Robert Browning – clear, blue eyes and white, wavy hair.


 




	Chorus:

	‘It’s the roast beef of old England

That makes us what we are today!’





	Verse:

	‘What makes the Vicar’s hair so nice and wavy? It’s simply becos he was brought up on the gravy, Of the Roast Beef of old Engerlund That makes us wot we are today.’



	

	                                                 etc. etc.






So we dutifully and sycophantically warbled at the village fete, a week after I arrived.

Sycophantically because, beneath his benign and exotic exterior, he was an evil-tempered, vain old tyrant. The parents uniformly adored him: the boys without exception loathed him.

The Victorian vicarage nestled next to the Victorian church in a damp dell, enfolded by dripping beechwoods, part of the well-known pheasant shoot of Lord Howe’s Penn House estate, three miles away.

Mrs. Browning was a plump partridge of a woman who wore pince-nez which were attached to a little chain. These in turn were controlled by a spring concealed inside a round enamel receptacle pinned to her generous left bosom.

There was a nice sporting master called Mr. Keeble who took us for long walks to Amersham and bicycle rides to Beaconsfield, and a nice scholarly old gentleman called Mr. Woodcock whose ill-fitting false teeth had a distressing habit of flying out on to the carpet or into the soup. At the village fete they became embedded in a macaroon.

Ma Browning was immensely greedy and the high fees paid by our parents enabled her to provide a very good ‘board’ indeed. She had a brace of pretty daughters aged eighteen and twenty whose woollen bloomers hung in steaming festoons in the bathroom and an elder son who enlivened Sunday luncheons by arriving flushed and late with garrulous business friends from London.

All in all, with the exception of ‘Pa’ Browning’s rages, which were the twittering of little birds compared to the exhibitions of Mr. Croome and Commander Bollard, Penn Street vicarage was a very pleasant interlude.

I worked hard but many of Pa Browning’s tantrums were certainly brought on when it became apparent to him that mathematics of all sorts would for ever be beyond me.

It began to look probable that the Royal Navy would not entrust the navigation of several million pounds’ worth of battleship and several hundred lives to an officer who could not work out his position; but there was still some hope as the most important part of the naval entrance exam was said to be the interview by the Board of Admirals, and many encouraging stories were in circulation to prove that he who impressed the Admirals personally was well on his way to conquering the written papers.

There were about a dozen boys at the vicarage, some of my age trying to pass the common entrance exam to public schools and an older group who had finished with school and were trying to pass examinations for universities. Some of these had been removed under a cloud from public schools.

Having been expelled myself from Heatherdown, I had a certain amount in common with these, but not nearly so much as one large ex-Etonian thought. At first I was flattered by his attentions and was naïve enough to think he liked me for myself. He took me for bicycle rides and stood me ice-cream cornets by the gross. Then one day he took me for a walk in the beechwoods.

It was a very dreary experience and the laws on homosexuality being what they still are, I am certainly not going into it in any great detail here. Suffice to say that I came out of the wood with a ten and sixpenny second-hand accordion which I had admired in a junk shop in Loudwater.

I think I had visions of owning a whole orchestra. In any event, I could not wait to tell everyone how easy it was to obtain musical instruments.

I was interrogated by Pa Browning and a large, black taxi came and took the large ex-Etonian away.

The day of the naval entrance exam finally dawned. I was scrubbed from head to toe and, shining like a new sixpence, was dumped with several hundred other applicants in a forbidding morgue of a building, next to Burlington Arcade.

My French, English, history and geography were all pretty reliable and I had been primed with a few questions in arithmetic, algebra and geometry that Pa Browning was sure would come up. I had those answers down pat, but above all I was rehearsed in how to behave in front of the Admirals.

‘Be quick and intelligent without being smug or cheeky,’ said Pa Browning.

‘If you don’t know the answer to a question – make one up quickly – don’t just dither. Remember above all the boy who was asked to give the names of the three most famous Admirals in British naval history – “Admiral Nelson, sir; Admiral Drake, sir; and I didn’t quite catch your name sir”.’

The first exam was the medical one.

Half a dozen at a time, we were stripped naked and to test our hearts, made to climb ropes without using our legs; then the usual tapping of knees and peering into ears, mouths and eyes took place.

Finally, ‘get on your marks as though you were going to run a hundred yards’. Once in position, a large hand grabbed our testicles from the rear. ‘Cough!’ came the order. One poor little brute thought the man said ‘Off!’ and leaped eagerly forward. He was still being rubbed with ice when I was fully dressed and waiting to be summoned by the Admirals.

A bemedalled Master-at-Arms approached me in the anteroom.

‘All right you, you’re next, now go and sit at that desk. You’ll find a pencil and paper there. You have five minutes to write a funny story – got it?’

I repressed my urge to indulge in lavatory humour and I don’t remember what I wrote but it was certainly plagiarism in its finest form as I had read it the day before in an old Punch.

Clasping my funny story, I followed the Master-at-Arms into a long panelled room. Seated round a table was a drift of Admirals. One or two wore beards; all were bound to the elbows with gold braid and clanking with medals.

They seemed rather bored. One took my funny story and read it then passed it to his neighbour. Out of the corner of my eye I watched it progress as questions were fired at me.

‘Have you had any relations in the Navy?’

I dug up a distant cousin who fought at Jutland.

‘How does a petrol engine work?’

I knew.

‘What was the number of the taxi you came in, this morning?’

‘I walked, sir.’

‘There is a blank map on the wall over there, go and point out Singapore.’

I jabbed a desperate finger in the region of Bangkok.

‘Why do you want to go into the Navy?’

‘I want to be an Admiral, sir.’

(I think I overdid it a bit there.)

After a few more fairly inane questions to which I gave answers of equal non-distinction, the most heavily bearded of the Admirals spoke up.

‘One last question – why were you expelled from Heather-down?’

That really rocked me but I should have realised they would have done their homework.

There was no point in trying to work round that one so I put on what I hoped was ‘the boy stood on the burning deck’ expression –

‘I put some dog’s mess in a box, sir, and sent it to a sick friend.’

It sounded quite awful the way I said it and a long silence followed my announcement.

‘You thought that was funny?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘But your headmaster did not – correct?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I see. Well, fortunately, we don’t have dogs aboard ship.’

Hearty laughter greeted this sally, and I was so grateful to the old man. I quite oddly said,

‘Thank you, sir.’

I believe I passed the interview and I was bullish after most of the written papers. The last one to confront me was mathematics.

Not one of the carefully learned problems so confidently predicted by Pa Browning came up and my total score in the subject was 28 out of a possible 300.

Not unnaturally, the Royal Navy decided that it could rub along without me. So, aged twelve and a half, it was ‘back to the old drawing board’.
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Chapter Three



The English Public
    schools have been operating for a long time: some for a very long time indeed. Eton was
    founded in 1440, and Winchester even earlier, in 1378. Rugby, where that horrible little
    boy picked up a soccer ball and charged off with it, started in 1567 and Oundle, ten
    years before that. Cheltenham and Marlborough, having opened their doors for the first
    time in the early eighteen-forties, were probably the youngest additions to the
    well-known list, until in 1923, Stowe came along.

Stowe School was established not, as were
    the others, by Kings, Archbishops or Lord Mayors but by a consortium of educators and
    hard-headed businessmen who saw the possibilities for a new public school and hoped to
    make a good thing out of it.

Stowe House, the vast Georgian home of the
    extinct Dukes of Buckingham, had become the debt-ridden property of a kinsman
    – the Master of Kinloss.

He, like my father, was slaughtered during
    the war to end all wars, and his mother, like mine, was forced to liquidate.

The consortium obtained this magnificent
    house and several hundred acres of grounds. Clough Williams-Ellis, the architect of
    Portmeirion in North Wales, was enlisted to transform it. A prospectus was issued and
    Stowe was on its way heralded as ‘the New Great Public School’.

In these early post-war years, a whole
    stratum of suddenly well-to-do industrialists found the established public schools, to
    which they longed to send their sons, already bulging at the seams, so the consortium
    had no problem whatever in finding clients. Discovering a young aggressive headmaster
    with new ideas was far more difficult. They made a most fortunate choice – a
    young housemaster from Lancing College – J. F. Roxburgh.

In May of 1923, the school opened with less
    than a hundred boys. Somewhere in the depths of the Carlton Club,
    ‘Tommy’ heard rumblings; they could have been fulminations because a
    leading article in The Times and the Headmaster of Eton,
    Edward Lyttelton, in that year both opined that instead of starting a new public school
    it would be far more sensible to enlarge the facilities of the old ones. Whatever they
    were, the rumblings sank in. Pa Browning was instructed to investigate this last resort
    and in July, I was sent over to Stowe, 30 miles in the dilapidated village taxi, to be
    interviewed by ‘J.F.’ Roxburgh.

Stowe must be the most beautiful school in
    England. Golden stone colonnades, porticos by Vanbrugh, sweeping lawns, huge lakes, long
    green valleys, glorious avenues, a Corinthian arch, a Palladian bridge and scores of
    assorted grottoes and ‘temples d’amour’ from each of
    which, through spectacular beech woods, rides open up to show other more fascinating
    ‘follies’. Robert Adam, Grinling Gibbons, Kent, Valdré and
    Borra combined to produce glowing, beautifully proportioned interiors. Roxburgh, in his
    first public speech as Headmaster, said, ‘Every boy who goes out from Stowe
    will know beauty when he sees it for the rest of his life.’

How true, but the apprehensive, small boy
    who waited in the Headmaster’s flower-filled garden on that warm summer
    evening, saw nothing of the architectural and landscaped beauties around him. All he
    knew was that he had never in all his life wanted anything so much as to be accepted for
    that school – it just felt right and he longed passionately to be part of
    it.

Roxburgh finally appeared. Very elegant, he
    seemed, with a spotted bow tie, very tall, curly hair parted in the middle.

He came out through the french windows of
    his study and crooked his finger at me. Then he smiled, put an arm round my shoulders
    and led me to a stone bench.

‘Now, my dear man,’ he
    said, ‘you seem to have had a lot of ups and downs – tell me about
    it.’

I don’t pretend to have total
    recall but I do remember those words – I will never forget them.

He listened sympathetically as I told him my
    version of my life so far. When I had finished, he remained silent for what seemed like
    an eternity. Then he stood up and said, ‘I’ll walk with you to the
    car.’ On the way through the school, he showed me the Assembly Hall and the
    Library and pointed out the fabulous view from the top of the South Front steps across
    sloping, green pastures to a lake, then up to the towering
    Corinthian arch. Several times he spoke to boys who passed us, each time addressing them
    by their Christian names.

When he reached the ancient taxi, he looked
    down at me and smiled again, then he said, ‘There will be two hundred new boys
    coming next term and you will be in Chandos House. Your housemaster will be Major
    Haworth.’

I mumbled something then climbed into the
    taxi and wept.

In September I arrived at Stowe along with
    the other new boys. As we outnumbered the old boys by two to one, everybody, masters
    included, for the first couple of weeks, sported pieces of white cardboard pinned to
    their coats showing their name in bold print, rather like a dentists’
    convention in Chicago.

One of Roxburgh’s better new ideas
    was to break with the traditional prison garb of the older establishments; no top hats,
    stiff collars or straw boaters for us … the boys wore grey flannel suits on
    weekdays and blue suits on Sunday.

Rules were sensible and good manners were
    encouraged: for instance hands had to be removed from pockets when passing masters or
    visiting parents. There were no ‘bounds’ and boys were allowed to
    have bicycles. As, however, one had to pedal three miles to get out of the school
    grounds, this was a little more strenuous than it sounded.

I could not believe my good fortune. The
    boys seemed nice and friendly albeit as bemused for the first few days as I was and
    Major Haworth, lately a company commander at Sandhurst, was one of the kindest and
    gentlest of men.

People are sharply divided about their
    schooldays and contrary to what one tells one’s children about their being the
    best days of one’s life, most people remember them with distaste.

Stowe, in those early days, was different
    from any other school. At the start, we were all the same age – around
    thirteen. Within four years, as the number of boys swelled from three hundred to five
    hundred, there was an annual intake of younger ones but somehow it seemed as though we
    all grew up together and I for one enjoyed the whole thing immensely. Inevitably, my
    inherent weakness of not being able to stand prosperity got me into trouble, but for the
    first couple of years, I was a fairly reliable citizen.

Roxburgh dominated the
    scene and I worshipped the man.

The first to notice some special interest
    being shown by a boy, Roxburgh nurtured it, fostered it and made the boy feel a little
    bit special because of it. How he did this, I shall never know, but he made every single
    boy at that school feel that they, and what they did, were of real importance to the
    Headmaster. Boys were always addressed by their first names and encouraged to build
    radio sets, to fence and play golf and tennis besides the usual school games, to paint,
    play the piano or the bagpipes and to keep pets, though this last got a little out of
    control as the boys grew older and instead of rabbits and ferrets being the status
    symbols, monkeys, bears, hyenas and skunks filled the cages. Finally, the school zoo was
    shut down for reasons of noise and smell.

I played the trombone and the drum in the
    school band and started a house magazine, to which ‘J.F.’
    subscribed, called The Chandosian. I also by the age of fourteen fell in love
    once more with milk chocolate and became almost entirely conical in shape. My nickname
    was Podger or Binge and I went bright pink after Rugger. Another boy, named Smallman,
    was even fatter than I was; his nickname was unoriginal –
    ‘Tiny’. ‘Tiny’ Smallman was very large indeed
    and we both became self-conscious about our physical defects. Tiny found an ad in a
    boys’ paper and we spent our pocket money on strange tubes containing a
    foul-smelling green paste which, when rubbed on to the stomach or bottom, was guaranteed
    to reduce it in size. After football, we waited till the others had left the changing
    room rather than take a shower in public.

Because of my shape, I was enlisted in the
    school plays, usually playing a mushroom or something fairly unobtrusive … I
    got the call of the greasepaint, however, and before I left, I was running the school
    concerts and giving myself all the best parts.

I studied fairly hard, though permanently
    stymied by mathematics, and my immediate goal was the School Certificate, a public exam
    for which one sat between 15 and 16 and which, provided one obtained enough
    ‘credits’, was comparable with ‘O’ and
    ‘A’ levels today. One of
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With my father the day he left for Gallipoli, 1915
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Nessie’s friend—18½ years old, just commissioned in the H.L.I.
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Stock Certificate, Pony Express races, Atlantic City, 1934
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Hollywood Cricket Club, 1934 (1 to r) D.N., Unidentified, Nigel Bruce, C. Aubrey Smith, Merle Oberon, Cecil King, H. B. Warner and David Torrance (Photo: Tom Kelley)
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My first speaking part—one line as a cockney sailor in Barbary Coast, 1935. The script girl was Patsy Ruth Miller, an old-time silent star
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Farewell party given by Douglas Fairbanks Jr., September 1939. Among others: Cary Grant, Ronald Colman, Nigel Bruce, Herbert Marshall, Brian Aherne, Laurence Olivier, Robert Coote, Basil Rathbone, George Sanders and Reginald Gardiner
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Primmie with David Jr., 1942
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Phantom Reconnaissance Regiment: ‘A’ Squadron, commanded by D.N. (left), being inspected by the Duke of Kent, 1942 (Photo: The Times)
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Normandy, June 1944
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Wedding picture of Hjördis




[image: image]
At the Pink House, 1950 (Cupid developed otitis as a result)
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Bogie and Betty. Aboard Santana, 1953 (Photo: D.N.)
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Welcomed on arrival at the Palladium for a charity show by D.N. dressed as a doorman to surprise them
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With Susan Hay ward, co-winners of the 1958 Oscar




[image: image]
With the boys in Honolulu (David Jr. and Jamie)
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Guns of Navarone (1 to r) Gia Scala, Irene Pappas, James Darrin, Anthony Quinn, D.N., Gregory Peck
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At Jamie’s wedding, Southampton, Long Island—Hjördis, Kristina, Fiona and D.N., with (behind) ‘Betty’ Bacall
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Hjördis in Malaga resting outside hotel with encouraging name
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Our most favourite neighbours, Prince Rainier and Princess Grace
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At their Scorpio party with Liz Taylor, Monte Carlo, 1970
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Chapter One


* Sir Thomas Comyn-Platt. Liked to be known as the mystery man of the Conservative Party. Contested Portsmouth Central in the Election of 1926.


*Later as a Lieut.-Col. in the Special Air Services in World War II, Brian, for great gallantry after being dropped behind the German lines, was decorated with the D.S.O. and M.C. It is rather depressing to think that his mother complained to mine because I told him the facts of life when we were both ten years old. He, not believing this phenomenal piece of news, had asked her for up-to-date information.
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