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There are just over 100 High Court Judges, roughly 600 Circuit Judges, and slightly fewer District Judges. There are many thousands of barristers and solicitors. Circuit judges deal with nearly all the serious civil and criminal work. I spent 24 enjoyable years as one of them, most of that time as a member - and latterly the most experienced member of a group of thirty who specialise in civil litigation, dealing with every kind of person, and virtually every kind of dispute. The variety was stimulating, though the daily routine sometimes lacked glamour. For a time, I found myself President of the Council of her Majesty’s Circuit Judges: a grand title, but with no power and little influence. About half this book is about what that career was like. It describes life as a barrister, becoming a judge, judicial personalities, how judges operate, such progress as I made myself, and how harmful complexity has deliberately been inflicted on those all who might need to litigate. As it is civil law - not criminal - which provides the structure of our country, its health and utility are important to everyone.

But legal matters - however important – do not invariably entertain. It seemed therefore a good idea to set them against the background of my life and other activities. I wondered about writing both a legal book with polemic flavour, and a memoir; but I hope that the fusion of the two has produced something of greater interest and more variety. There are accounts of childhood and education, university, politics and standing for Parliament, travel, alpine skiing, flying in balloons and other aircraft, sport, deerstalking, encounters in Africa, how to run firework displays, and family and social life in Oxfordshire. To say that there is something for everyone might be over optimistic, but I hope there is interest for most.
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Charles Harris

Westcott Barton, October 2019

Chapter 1

Genesis

––––––––
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I was born in my parents’ house in Staffordshire on 17th January 1945, at the climax of the Second World War. Allied generals were competing to cross the Rhine. The Russians were sweeping bloodily through Poland, and V2 rockets were landing on London. In Northern Europe, all was savagery and destruction. But I had security and peace.

The house, called Hawthornden, was built on a ridge near the Black Country village of Sedgley.  Behind it, to the west, was a farm (owned  by my grandfather, but let) and beyond that open country stretching towards Shropshire. In the opposite direction, at the bottom of the drive, was the main road to Wolverhampton, with a council estate on the far side. Next door to us, in a house called High Croft, lived my mother’s father – Frederick Charles Wesson, a widower, with his housekeeper- companion Eulalie, to whom he twice unsuccessfully proposed. Born in 1876, he had suggested Hawthornden to my parents shortly after they had married (which they did on 1st October 1940, in an anxious pause between the Battle of Britain and the Blitz) so that my mother, his only child, would be close by. I thus had two adjacent gardens in which, as time went by, to climb trees, make dens, fish for newts, ride bicycles, and use a BSA air rifle.

My first memory, unprompted by photography, is of being led along a trench in the snow to see a double-decker bus on the main road, buried to its upper windows in a drift. This was in the great winter of 1947.

For a long time I believed that my father, Geoffrey Hardy Harris, was in the RAF, because he kept its blue uniform in a wardrobe. During the war, too old to be a pilot, for he was born in 1909, he had served as a navigator in Wellingtons, and then at the Empire Air Navigation School at Shawbury in Shropshire. Navigating a bomber early in the war was demanding work, involving attempts to get fixes upon stars while flying through the night at 200mph. After demobilisation in 1945 he was for a while a stockbroker in Birmingham before founding one of the earliest unit trusts, the Commonwealth Group. Richard Dimbleby sat on its board. Work often took him to London, where he stayed at the RAC club. Before the war he had run a small dance band as a hobby, and when I was young would often wander round the house playing the clarinet or tenor saxophone.

He expressed himself quite forcefully, especially in matters of politics, but was essentially mild mannered and generous, quick witted, good at figures, and had a repertoire of simple conjuring tricks. A slim man of about 5’ 8’’, bald above dark hair, he made quite ambitious pieces of oak furniture, with complex, perfect joints. He was a capable mechanic too and restored a Corgi foldable motor scooter (designed to be dropped by parachute) for me to ride when I was about eleven. For two years he occupied our playroom with the construction of a wooden boat. This vessel only had one outing, propelled by a little Seagull outboard motor, on a canal near the Boulton Paul aircraft factory. He also put some energy into playing golf with a man who made Bilston enamels, and rather more into local government: he was for many years chairman of the finance committee of Staffordshire County Council.

My mother, Joan, was dark haired, brown eyed, of middle height and bore, some said, a slight physical resemblance to the Queen; a similarity spoilt by her habit of continually smoking Craven A cigarettes, from  flat red boxes with a picture of a black cat in the centre. Trained at Studley agricultural college in Worcestershire, she knew a lot about cattle, and was fond of a breed  of  small  ones  called  Dexters. While my sister Elizabeth and I were young she read us Beatrix Potter and Alison Uttley. The former had better illustrations, the latter better story lines. Six years younger than my father, she was artistic, and painted small portraits of her dogs. She ran the village meals-on-wheels service, and I heard her occasionally making confident speeches to women’s organisations. Every night she insisted we said prayers before getting into bed. Her mother, Grace Price, who was partly Welsh, had died when she was only six and as she had no brothers or sisters, her childhood must have been less than perfect. Some was spent with farming relatives in Gloucestershire near the banks of the Severn. One of her ancestors was Daniel Pontifex, a silversmith active and fashionable during the Napoleonic war.  She was also distantly related to Basil Liddell Hart, the military expert and historian. My mother could be forceful at times: when 17, I once tried to overtake her car at a point she regarded as unsuitable, so she pulled dangerously into my path and remained there, waving me back. I followed her home incandescent, we argued on the stairs, and I kicked out a banister strut in anger, hurting my foot.

Help in the house was provided by Mrs Fellows and Mrs Pearson, who, in tidy print aprons, cleaned, scrubbed and polished. They were kind, frugal people who budgeted to the last sixpence. As a teenager Mrs Pearson had worked in a nail factory, beating out its product with a hammer on an anvil, and was paid by weight. With us, she turned a large mangle to dry the washing, which came from a sink not a machine. My mother’s father, 69 when I was born, and generally known as Charlie, was a shrewd and benevolent man, who exercised regularly (but in private) in white combinations with a pair of Indian clubs, now in my study. A Methodist and considerable charitable donor, described as an ironmaster on my parents’ marriage certificate, he ran the Victoria Ironworks at Moxley, known as William Wesson and Co after it had been purchased by his father in 1898 ( the year that Gladstone died and Enzo Ferrari was born). I was taken there sometimes and saw men in leather aprons handling glowing ingots with metal tongs. Coal arrived in barges, which penetrated the factory on a Stygian little canal in which swam the occasional rat. The men all spoke with a strong Black Country accent. This, unlike those of Liverpool, Newcastle,  or East London, never became fashionable or heard much on the radio, except in the case of the comedienne and actress Beryl Reid, whom we saw occasionally in pantomimes at the Grand Theatre, Wolverhampton where my parents used to take a box, which the performers always subjected to special ribaldry. We twice saw Norman Wisdom there. A victim of paternal brutality, then flyweight army boxing champion in India, his act, though popular, was limited – consisting of singing plangent, melancholy songs and falling over. I also recall an Australian artist called Shirly Abicair, who played a zither

Gramp, as we called my grandfather, was a keen motorist and used to take us on weekend ‘runs’ in his large black Daimler. These outings were often for tea at the Royal Worcestershire Hotel in Droitwich, next to the Brine Baths, a spa in whose tantalisingly buoyant water children were not allowed to swim.

My only other living grandparent was my father’s mother, Lily, who was born in 1872 and died in 1956 (her life exactly coinciding with that of Max Beerbohm). She was a very small person, one of ten children, and generally dressed in black. Her maiden name, Harris, had matched that of her husband, a cabinet maker whom she had married in 1901.  At one stage he lost a good deal of money, and she had brought up their five children with some difficulty. This may explain why my father was never prepared to borrow, even for business or investment purposes. We saw little of his two younger sisters and two elder brothers. My mother’s family, on the other hand, the Wessons, seemed to be everywhere, in various branches. There was much coming and going between their houses. One of these relatives, Leonard, a keen sailor, former soldier and a Bletchley Park code-breaker, had a glamorous Turco-Egyptian wife, Aliette. When I was about 16 she gave me a gold silk dressing gown: rather unsuitable for me to wear, but good to own. ‘Every young man should have a presentable robe’ she said delphically, in her faint but exciting French accent.

My first formal education was at a little school run by Miss Brassington, a bony spinster of some resilience, in the front room of  her house in Sedgley, to which from the age of five I walked a mile, back and forth, unescorted. Sedgley was not a big place, but it had an ironmonger, chemist, Lloyds bank, church, doctors’ surgery, cinema, barber and magistrates’ court. Its centre, revealing a rough past, was called the Bull Ring. The largest house was owned by a friend of my father called Anthony Hickling, who manufactured snuff.

There were about twelve children at the school, of whom three were my friends: Graham, David and Christopher. David was very clever, Christopher was not. We ran around in corduroy shorts and blue sweaters, amicably fighting and no doubt being a nuisance. I quickly learned to read and write, and can remember thinking and then saying, without originality but entirely truthfully, that this opened up a completely new world. I have read avidly at every opportunity ever since. Early favourites were the Just William stories by Richmal Crompton, and Wild West adventures. I graduated in due course, via Robin Hood and Francis Drake, to English history and then to Pan paperback war stories about escaping from Colditz, flying warplanes or being a commando. It was some time before I appreciated stylish literature.

Books are remarkable value. For the price of a bottle of wine you acquire forever a product of immense labour, providing information, entertainment, stimulus or solace. They have now of course been replaced for some people by television, or social media, but until 1953 I had never seen a television. In that year, because of the Coronation, a set arrived at home. It was a brown wooden cabinet about 2’ 6’’ high, and within its upper half, behind small doors, was a screen perhaps 8 inches by 6. On this, black and white pictures of imperfect clarity appeared. There was much parental adjustment of knobs marked ‘contrast’ and ‘tone’. We all sat close to the screen, and the commentators and presenters spoke very distinctly. We watched the Queen being crowned, which was moving but did go on for rather a long time. At one moment of mild tedium I went outside and ran down the drive to the main road. I waited at our gate for about five minutes, and there was not a vehicle to be seen. When I got back the Queen was getting into the state coach, and my parents produced a Britains model of this, complete with postillions and outriders. These models are now very valuable if in good condition and complete with the original box. Sadly, although our box remains in excellent condition, the coach, horses and postilions all require major repair. At much the same time news came through of the conquest of Everest, but without any models of victorious mountaineers Hilary and Tensing.

I had a sister, Elizabeth, always called Isa. She had blonde hair worn in pony tails, a mild and pleasant nature, and wore attractive smocked dresses. We did not play together much, as she was four years younger than me, and not interested in soldiers, cowboys or climbing trees, preferring a large set of farm animals. We did however co-operate when our parents had drinks parties and would lower a small basket down on a string from the landing into the hall. Guests would fill it with canapés and pieces of cheese on sticks.

Every summer we went on holiday, always during the last week in August and the first in September. This was usually to Minehead in Somerset, where there was an extensive acreage of slightly muddy sand when the tide was out. It could take ten minutes to walk to the waves, which were generally small. My father swam a business-like crawl, my mother a slow breast stroke, wearing a white rubber hat. I flailed a little, until I got cold. I have never much taken to water – generally chilly, and with dangerous inhabitants. We stayed at the Metropole Hotel, on the sea front, but I longed to go to Butlins, half a mile to the east, behind whose gates there seemed to be a paradise of playgrounds and pleasure. I was told that appearances could be deceptive, and that we were better where we were. After a few years, while Butlins remained open, the Metropole closed and was made into flats, so we transferred to Dunster, a nearby village beneath a domesticated castle and equipped with a photogenic yarn market and cobbles (recently under threat as a safety hazard). Its beach consisted of oval grey stones, pounded smooth by the gentle but perpetual waves of the Bristol Channel. Amid the stones were set disused concrete pillboxes. A precaution against German invasion, these looked exciting to explore, but always turned out to have an unpleasant smell inside.

We often went riding, on ponies provided by the strangely-named Llamacraft stables. The family all wore proper jodhpurs, of thick twill with flared thighs, and tweed jackets, even on hot days, and we were taken on hacks lasting two or three hours around the edges of Exmoor by a girl of about 14 (or possibly a succession of girls of about that age). Once we were led in heavy rain down Porlock Hill, a steep terror to early motorists, on which the metal shod hooves of our horses slipped and scraped and slewed alarmingly. The girl in front did not seem worried. On these rides my mother often told us to watch out for the Doones. They were a tribe of Scottish vagabonds who had terrorised the district in the 17th century and whose leader shot Lorna, heroine of RD Blackmore’s book, at the altar on her wedding day.

Much time was spent damming streams and exploring woods. My father kept a Gurkha kukri in his car, with which to slash the stems of ivy which slowly strangled the trees in glades at Horner and Cloutsham. At the time this did not strike me as strange, and I have his kukri, but it was an odd thing to do, and I would pause before wielding it in public on other people’s trees. Kukris are, incidentally, a diminished version of the curved heavy-bladed Macedonian sword used by the soldiers of Alexander the Great, who reached the Himalayas in 328BC.

After some years my parents grew tired of Somerset, and changed to Dartmoor. For some reason they always took two cars; my father drove via Bristol, and my mother went via Bath. There was no M5. My sister and I took it in turns, and watched, while playing ‘I Spy’, for the salutes of RAC men on their motorcycle combinations. Our destination was a large grey pile called the Manor House Hotel, surrounded by a golf course. My sister, when running an interior design business 30 years later, got a contract to redecorate this hotel, whose sombre décor had remained substantially unchanged during the intervening period. Its owners now call it Bovey Castle – though it is not a castle – after a nearby village, where we hired horses from Mrs Brackenbury’ stable behind a pub called the Ring of Bells. When I was about 12, I met a girl there who lived near Wimborne in Dorset. We walked around the golf course together and I thought her most attractive, but dared not tell her so. We may have held hands briefly.

Every January there was a family expedition to London. We stayed at the Cumberland Hotel at Marble Arch, whose lobby was lined in shiny sponge-like stone. The highlight of these trips was usually a very long taxi journey to Haringey arena to watch an ice show. The swerves, leaps and cascades of particles of ice struck me as spectacular, and I asked for skating lessons. My mother obliged, boots were purchased and I started to learn, at an ice rink in Birmingham. But I never mastered skating backwards and periodically fell over, once being quite badly concussed. I stopped wanting to skate. Many years later my wife took our daughter to the rink at Oxford for lessons, where she did so well that a suggestion was made that she should seriously pursue the sport. Fortunately she did not, for the life of child athletes is rarely happy.

There were also occasional holidays in North Wales at Easter, where it was always wet. We often visited Portmeirion, designed by Clough Williams Ellis. Its pastel variations on the architectural theme of an Italian fishing village were damp with continuous rain, and wistful, I now feel, for Latin sunshine.

My father would have liked to travel more extensively, and after my mother died in 1979, aged 63, of a brain haemorrhage brought on by a strenuous game of table tennis, he did. (Often to Canada, where a wartime RAF friend had become mayor of Calgary). During my childhood my mother usually insisted that our dogs came on holiday with us – at one stage a Clumber spaniel, then a neurotic collie called Bramble, and later three hunt terriers – so that had ruled out ‘abroad’. At home, while my sister played peacefully with her farm animals, I was occupied with what became quite large collections of model soldiers – modern khaki, Napoleonic, Unionist and Confederates, and knights- and-Saracens. I bought two or three figures each week from my pocket money, at a toyshop called Millers in the arcade in Wolverhampton. These were all preserved, and later augmented by many more bought for my own children. They are unobtainable now. The Crusaders caused a recent frisson. A grandson who had been playing with them was asked at school what battles he was recreating. He answered accurately ‘Christians against Muslims’. I was also fond of Meccano construction kits, and Dinky cars and aeroplanes. These outstanding, sturdy models are not sold now either. All is brittle plastic.

As a child I had some occasional awareness of events in the greater world. Rationing, for example. I could not run to Mrs Timmins’ nearby sweet shop to buy humbugs or barley sugar from her tall glass jars without coupons or ‘points’. (In 1949 the meat ration was reduced by Stafford Cripps, Labour’s semi- Marxist Chancellor of the Exchequer, to less than it had been during the war which had ended four years previously. Bread, astonishingly, was rationed for the first time). In Mrs Timmins’ shop was a large model of a square-rigged galleon, which made me long to experience such a vessel. Years later I did, when an Australian replica of Captain Cook’s Endeavour came to England and I signed on for a short passage. Climbing out on a yard swaying 90 feet above the Irish Sea, holding on with chilly hands, made me wonder how such ships rounded Cape Horn without shedding half their crew, or how they were controlled in battle, with shouted orders inaudible above the cannon fire.

Occasionally we rode on trolley busses, which had arms on their roofs to connect with a tangle of overhead electric cables, from which they sometimes parted, stranding everyone. Wars occasionally intruded into my childhood consciousness. I was aware of the ‘Glorious Gloucesters’, an English regiment which heroically resisted hordes of Chinese in Korea. Our television carried pictures of paratroopers and Canberra bombers at the time of Suez, when my father explained that we had invaded Egypt, a place of which my only knowledge related to pyramids and pharaohs. The long French campaign in Indo China also caught my juvenile attention, and I recall a headline in the Daily Sketch in 1954 announcing that Dien Bien Phu had fallen, after a siege involving dismantled artillery carried nocturnally through the jungle. The French used the romantic Foreign Legion, whom I envisaged in képis. A lot of the legionnaires were in fact German, and they wore helmets.

Every November we had a bonfire party.  We always made a lifelike Guy. Bangers could be thrown about with pleasing results, and impressive high-altitude rockets streamed into the sky – the sticks could be found the next day in surprising places. One reached a quarter of a mile to Mrs Timmins. I carried my enthusiasm for fireworks into adult life, and for many years put on large, close-range displays at home, very popular with our guests and very unpopular with my wife, who always feared disaster.

Every Christmas Eve there would be a visit from my godmother, Peg Wesson, a kind-hearted, energetic, outspoken, tweed-clad altruistic eccentric, who would arrive with things she had cooked, sewn, or painted as presents for us all. Her fiancé had died in the First World War, and she never married. She worked for my grandfather, to whom she was related, and invariably, over the half century I knew her, kept her hair in an untidy grey bun. She drove the same Morris Minor for 25 years. I was once, as a teenager, in a hotel dining room with her where the service was slow. She was being ignored. She picked up a plate, held it for a moment above her head, and then dashed it to the floor, where it broke with gratifying volume. Two waiters hurried over immediately, and we had no further difficulty. I spoke at her funeral, and have always regretted not having done so on her 80th birthday, when she could have heard what I had to say.

Our other regular visitors at Christmas were Group Captain Neville Henderson – known as Whit – Roma, his Australian wife, and their two boys. With sleek black hair and slightly narrowed eyes, he was an authentic RAF war hero, for he had the DFC and bar, and had completed two tours flying Halifax bombers over Germany. A large proportion of those in his squadron died. (Bomber Command was the most dangerous of the services: 57,000 were killed from a total strength of 124,000). After the war he took part in the Berlin Air Lift, which defeated the Russian investment of that city.  He never talked about his sorties or lost friends but was otherwise easy-going, amusing and fond of a drink. He went on to work for BOAC, and piloted the first panda to fly from China to England. He gave me his old leather flying helmet, which I cherished. Also two pairs of boxing gloves, with which I challenged a friend called Nicholas Holloway, who lived close by. He turned out to be a determined opponent, and after about five minutes I retired with a surprisingly sore face.

I cannot remember ever feeling seriously worried or unhappy when a small child, even when, or rare occasions, I was ill and kept in bed for a day or two. I had an ambition to own a beech wood when I grew up – which I have in a very modest way achieved. Life seemed very secure. In my bedroom was a ‘wireless set’, made of curved cream Vulcanite with a green tuning screen, where appeared romantic names like Luxemburg and Hilversum. I listened most evenings to programmes such as Ray’s a Laugh, Round the Horn, Take it from Here and The Goon Show.

In 1953, when Churchill was back as Prime Minister, Eisenhower was elected President of the USA and I was seven, I went to prep school. This was Birchfield, a small establishment of about 75 children in Tettenhall, a smart suburb of Wolverhampton. My uniform was obtained at Halls, Tailors and Outfitters, whose premises were equipped with a system of tubes and compressed air into which cash was put in  a small cylindrical cartridge and shot to some central location, whence a receipt was fired back with agreeable hisses and thunks. The school, where we wore grey flannel shorts, green blazers and caps embellished with a yellow griffon’s head, was I think a good one, and I certainly enjoyed it. It was run by two unmarried men, very unlike each other. The Headmaster, Mr Brown, was short and fat, with a knitted waistcoat straining round his middle. He always wore brown suits, or possibly the same brown suit, with a faint vertical stripe in its material. He used a small Morris car, made permanently lopsided by his weight, to travel the 200 yards to the cricket pavilion from the school’s front door. He was a cricket enthusiast, and in summer used to take the dozen or so boarders – one of whom, when eleven, I later became – to Edgbaston to watch Warwickshire. He did this in his other car, a large Austin Princess limousine. We children spent much of the time racing around excitedly behind the stands and saw very little of the play.

I have always felt cricket to be an unsatisfactory spectator sport, because without television you cannot appreciate what the ball is doing before it is struck or missed. Slow motion replays often reveal remarkable swings and spins and turns, quite invisible to the watching crowds, who only see whether and how far a batsman has succeeded in hitting a particular delivery. Perhaps for this reason attendances at ordinary county games are now negligible.

Mr Brown’s partner (in the business sense and I am quite confident no other) was Mr Watson, a tallish, slim man of serious aspect, always in a buttoned-up grey flannel suit, rather like that of the TV character Doc Martin. He taught history in an excitingly vivid way, once describing a visit to a Roman legion which came about, he said, when he fell through a hole in the ground into an ‘older world’. There he coped quite well, he explained, because he could speak Latin. He told us, accurately, that Roman troops could march up to 25 miles a day, and then construct a small fort in which to pass the night. They did this sometimes for weeks on end, which makes one wonder how they had any energy left to fight. Mr Watson’s car was a smart little Riley.

The staff at Birchfield were, I suppose, characteristic of such schools at the time. The Latin master looked like a ratty version of Field Marshal Montgomery, with shabby suede shoes and a brown corduroy jacket. He smoked a curved pipe throughout the day, in class and out. So we called him Kipper. He was fond of confiscating our catapults and pen knives. He was also fond of an attractive dark-haired young matron called Miss Williams. She supervised us changing before and after games, and was discomfited when the small boys surrounded her, chanting ‘Miss Williams, Miss Williams, we adore you, so pull down your knickers and let us explore you’. Eventually she became engaged to Kipper.

One or two of the masters were quite unable to keep order, and must have had a terrible time when form after form with insolent laughter refused all instruction. Mr Muggleton, much liked, resembled the comedian Tony Hancock, and would make jokes at the expense of any potential troublemaker. He was so amusing that he had no difficulties. Another master was rather too interested in the children under his control, and, I subsequently learned, made advances to several – one of whom later became both a judge and a priest.

There was much emphasis on PT, which we did in competitive callisthenic ‘drill squads’ of about eight boys who jumped and waved their arms and crouched and stretched and touched their toes in unison. In 1956 I won the prize for best section leader. This, apart from an English cup, was my only school prize. There were several games involving running and avoiding. In ‘chariots’, two boys holding hands had to rush across a football pitch without being touched by a team of interceptors. This was oddly exciting, and very gratifying if  one got through uncaught. We were allowed to construct dens in trees or unused areas of the grounds, in which we pretended to be snipers, bandits, red Indians or escaped slaves. We played soccer in the winter, in stiff heavy leather boots impregnated with aromatic dubbin and shod with dangerously large studs, and cricket in the summer.

As I had no coaching, I was no good either at bowling or batting, but I was recruited for my last two years into the First Eleven as a specialist fielder, because I could run fast. I was put far behind the wicket at third man, or fine leg, and was expected to sprint round to  cut off boundaries when balls got past the slips or the wicket keeper. Though I was generally able to intercept the ball, my throwing range was poor so that the batsman could often get his four by running. In one match our wicket keeper was struck on the nose by a quick ball, and fell as though pole-axed to the ground. We fielders gathered round and urged him to remove the gauntleted hand which he had clapped to his face, so that we could have a look. He did, and a jet of blood like a spurt from a miniature oil well sprayed all over our cream flannels and his white shirt. Not an unduly timid child, I concluded then that cricket was dangerous. This was confirmed a few years later at my next school, where the son of friends of my parents was carried unconscious from the wicket when hit on the head by fast bowling. Taken to the sanatorium and left to recover quietly, he died later that afternoon from an undiagnosed haemorrhage. His father was a doctor, and he was an only child.

Lessons never seemed especially hard. I particularly enjoyed English, History, Geography and Geometry, but was poor at French, to the sporadic annoyance of Mr Watson, who seemed to regard  it as a very straightforward subject. It was taught with some strange textbooks including one which had as its hero a Monsieur Souris, who used to strut about ‘avec un fusil’. Even for someone brought up on an agreeably anthropomorphic diet of Peter Rabbit, Jemima Puddleduck and Squirrel Nutkin, it seemed odd that French mice should carry rifles. Though Tommy Brock did have a spade.

Of those who were in the top form in my last year the two cleverest never achieved anything which came to my attention in later life. The injured wicket keeper, Chapman, who sat behind me in the Third Form, became a successful Midland solicitor and then a District Judge. He became president of the District Judges the year after I became president of the Circuit Judges. One boy, Richard Barr, who was, with Robert Hamilton, my ‘best friend’, became a serial adventurer, exploring underground cave systems, disturbing leopards in the Himalayas, driving over especially desiccated deserts, and, most notably, crossing the North Sea in a large balloon. He also helped to construct a full-sized trebuchet, a mediaeval war machine which could project upright pianos or dead pigs about 100 yards. Both forms of ammunition burst most gratifyingly upon hitting the ground. (I wrote to The Times about this after an academic historian had asserted from a study of old pictures that such weapons could not have worked. It created a very gratifying correspondence). There was also a boy called Pollard, who grew up to become Chief Constable of Thames Valley Police when I was a judge at Oxford.

Dayboys were generally driven to school. My journey was some seven miles. There was a rota of local parents and some prestige attached to their cars. One neighbour of ours, Mr Rhodes, had a Humber Super Snipe, a big, heavy vehicle which he found difficult to get through the school gates. It had an aura of substance, dark leather and wealth. At the other extreme, Mrs Holden, whose husband brewed Holden’s Best Bitter, a popular beer in the West Midlands, picked up six children in a cheerful baby Fiat 500. This necessitated an amusing proximity which we young passengers much enjoyed. Unlike the Humber, the Fiat was never late.

At the time of the Suez crisis there was a petrol shortage which my mother dealt with by buying a Morris Minor convertible, presumed to be economical. This too was very popular with schoolboys, who, unencumbered by seat belts, were able to sit up in a row on the folded open hood, waving and shouting at the traffic. Policemen often waved back.

One parent had a Jaguar, in British Racing Green. I urged my father to get one, but he bought instead an MG Magnette, which though in some respects superficially similar was generally regarded, and accurately so, as a lesser vehicle. He kept a heavy paving stone in the boot to help with traction in the snow, which fell for a week or two most winters.

Occasionally the school runs were seriously, but pleasurably, obstructed by very thick fog, or ‘smog’ as it was known, a result of severe atmospheric pollution. This caused cars to crawl about at walking speed, and we wore scarves over our faces like terrorists. Such days were highly satisfactory, as we would arrive late after a small adventure and had to leave early. We did not worry about our lungs at all.

We acted in form plays, and in one I appeared as Robin Hood with a fine fringed green velvet tunic skilfully created by my mother (and   in which my elder son was to appear about 30 years later). In another production I was Odysseus, complete with satisfyingly sturdy round wooded shield and a three-foot wooden sword. In both plays the action was more important than the limited dialogue. There may have been something latent in the genes though, as my three children were all good actors, and the younger two performed at the Edinburgh Festival to some acclaim. Perhaps this talent came maternally, though my wife denies it.

During the holidays my mother would sometimes take us to Dudley Zoo, housed in avant-garde architecture in the grounds of a decayed castle. There lived (if life it was) two sad, yellowing polar bears and an even more miserable solitary tiger. You could ride on a tuskless elephant, if patient, for there was usually a long queue.

We often went shopping in Wolverhampton. There I enjoyed Beattie’s department store, spaciously arranged over several floors connected by a huge curved cream stone staircase. It was later to be taken over and ruined by House of Fraser. In the record department you were allowed to select up to three choices and take them into a little kiosk to try them out before purchase. There was a large radiogram at home, on which I played My Fair Lady so often that I could repeat all the lyrics word perfectly. My favourite was On the Street Where You Live, whose strains of hopeful melancholy I still enjoy. I have never been able to understand why this, and other fine musicals, do not qualify as opera – a quirk of snobbish taxonomy which musical friends are quite unable to explain.

I was once taken to a ‘literary lunch’ in Beatties’ restaurant, addressed by George Cansdale (an Attenborough of his day). He produced two seven-foot pythons and called for volunteers to carry them round the tables. None of the lunching ladies were keen on this but two boys of about eleven stepped forward. I was surprised to find that the snakes were not slimy or cold, but smooth and pleasant to the touch – rather like expensive muscular handbags. Their eyes however were not friendly. I suppose they were terrified, for a Wolverhampton department store was far from their natural habitat.

I always felt Birchfield was a pleasant place, and even when I became a boarder in my final year I did not feel lonely or unhappy,  though I do recall moments, usually during morning prayers, when I was very anxious lest one of my parents should suddenly die. Boarders enjoyed special privileges; we were taught how to play billiards and how to drive the large Dennis lawnmower which kept the pitches trim. When there were snowball fights in winter it was boarders versus day-boys. The former, though heavily outnumbered, usually prevailed by spirit, organisation and aggression. I suppose this was a lesson in life.

In my last year I enjoyed a brief period of celebrity because – dogs notwithstanding – the family visited the USA, where my father had financial business in Philadelphia. This meant that he qualified for some foreign currency, at that time severely restricted. In 1957 most transatlantic travel was still by ship, and we went from Liverpool on a Cunard vessel, the Media, sailing to New York. She had been launched in 1947, so was younger than me, and was the first new transatlantic liner built after the war. She had sturdy classic lines and a single red funnel with a black band. The voyage was about as exciting an experience as a 12-year-old could imagine. There were some tremendous seas. I can remember walking steeply uphill as the ship climbed the slopes of mighty grey-green swells, and then stumbling downhill as it plunged into huge valleys of what looked like seething liquid marble. Great waves rolled and roared and foamed across the foredeck and seethed through the scuppers. There were frames on the dining room tables to restrain the crockery for the few who tried to eat. I was quite confident that we were safe, because I had been told that if you were born in a caul, as I was, you never drown. My mother was not so sure, and very seasick. The lifeboats creaked and rolled reassuringly upon their davits, but were never called upon. Over two days we grew used to this turbulence, but then felt the silence strange as the waves grew mild and calm.

Every so often another ship would be sighted in the vast grey waste of ocean, and there would be much ceremonial hooting and saluting, especially if she was another Cunarder.

In less than a week the Media arrived at New York. We steamed in past the Statue of Liberty, with her right arm raised in welcome, holding what Michelle Obama was to call a ‘hopefully hoisted torch’. I was told the figure was French made and so large that people could stand inside her head, which was hard to believe, but true. In the city my sister and I gazed in envious amazement at urban skaters waltzing on an ice rink at the foot of the Rockefeller Centre. We were taken to the top of the Empire State building to survey a vista of canyons made of stone and glass, and in a coffee shop there I stole a dime from a saucer. In the streets below we stared fascinated from the sidewalks at the gusts of smoke or steam which billowed up through gratings from the underworld. The taxicabs were big, yellow, and dirty inside; their drivers friendly. We always had breakfast at a little diner called Prexy’s, sitting on chromium bar stools in an exciting adult manner, and ordering eggs to be cooked in strange ways, such as ‘up and over’. We went to Detroit, where three interesting things happened. The house where we were staying was in an elevated position, and early one evening I looked out of a window and saw the writhing black coil of a tornado approach us, flinging out pieces of roof, advertising hoardings and other large debris with awful velocity. It moved along as though live and purposeful, like something out of Paradise Lost, and very menacing. But when perhaps 400 yards from us, just as it was giving rise to real anxiety in the household, it veered suddenly to its left and vanished to terrorise some other district.

Next day our host, Frank Hendy, who was the brother of my grandfather’s companion and a chiropractor, loaded us all into his bench-seated Pontiac and took us for a drive. This at one stage went through an area apparently entirely populated by black people, of whom, in England, I had seen very few. Many sat in relaxed and jovial attitudes on elderly verandas, but others stood in minatory clusters by traffic lights. Our host seemed very aware of these, and did his best never completely to stop the car. I absorbed an atmosphere of some apprehension.

The third thing was more personal. I had a bad attack of hiccoughs, unrelieved by holding my breath, drinking water from the wrong side of a glass or pinching myself. The chiropractor asked if I would like help. I nodded and he touched one side of my neck quite lightly. The hiccoughs immediately ceased. He then told me that if he had touched some other part of my neck I would have dropped dead. I found this thrilling, but could get no explicit information from him about how precisely this could be done.

After a look at Niagara Falls, which did seem very powerful, we went into Canada. There my father was startled by the price of dinner in a restaurant called the Poodle Room in Toronto, and, in Quebec, became angry when a taxi driver,  whom he had asked in English to  take us to the Chateau Frontenac, pretended not to understand the instruction, intimating that he only communicated in French (of which, despite Mr Watson’s scorn, I understood a few words, in particular ‘donnez votre sang’ – large bill-board injunctions aimed at potential blood donors). My father became so cross that he called a policeman. The policeman was a Mountie with a Baden Powell hat, and he was magnificent, castigating the taxi driver in French and apologising to my father in English. Many years later at an international legal conference  I attended in San Francisco there was a party of French Canadians. They were the only people there, out of perhaps 15 nationalities, who refused point blank to utter a word in English. It did nothing for their popularity, but no doubt comforted them in some way.

We took a short trip to the Laurentian Mountains, an Alpine region north of Quebec, where we failed to see grizzly bears, wolves or moose, but did chase a porcupine which rather surprisingly ran up  a  tree. Then it was time to come home. This we did, on 5th June 1956, from Montreal, in the Empress of Scotland, a ship of 26,000 tons, commanded by Captain JP Dobson DFC (A surprising decoration for a seagoing person). She was bigger and older than the Media, and belonged at the time of our voyage to the Canadian Pacific Line. Originally christened Empress of Japan, she was built in Scotland in 1929 and had once been the fastest liner in the Pacific. My name appeared in the passenger list as Master C Harris, which impressed me no end. (I was to become Master Harris again in 2009 when I was made a Bencher of the Inner Temple). The Empress made a passage down the St Lawrence, where, at an appropriate spot, I pictured General Wolfe and his 39 ships coming in the opposite direction in 1759, en route to victory on the heights of Abraham. A battle which I knew – because Mr Watson had told me had resulted in the deaths of both Wolfe  and his opposite number, the French general Montcalm. Wolfe’s end is illustrated in a large and imaginative painting by John Copley, who, specialising in dignified ends, has also helpfully depicted the death of Chatham.

When I got back to school, I was for a day or two regarded as a figure of great interest, for nobody else there had been to America, let alone Canada. I was an authority on all matters transatlantic, and reported at length about cowboys, buffalo and revolvers. I had not seen either of the first two, and the third only on the thighs of urban policemen. Soon after that I sat the Common Entrance examination, which I do not remember worrying about but seem to have passed, and left.

Chapter 2

A school in Derbyshire

––––––––
[image: ]


Though it does not occur to children, running a school during term time must be one of the most demanding of all professions. A headmaster  or headmistress has to cope with at least five separate groups of people: governors, staff, children, parents, government bureaucrats, and probably contractors too. It will be rare for all to be tranquil simultaneously. A head is never truly off duty. In independent schools there is often some large fundraising effort afoot, in order to construct yet another prestige facility with which to impress those considering spending £40,000 or more, every year, on about 34 weeks of tuition, board and lodging for their children. With subtraction for holidays, half terms, days out, and weekend exeats, the time during which the children are actually being accommodated, trained and fed probably amounts to about 220 days a year. It is very remarkable that even with a substantial number of wealthy parents from abroad, private schools are still both popular and viable. When I was being educated, and for some time thereafter, these schools were accessible to any reasonably prosperous middle-class family. They are no longer. In 1975 Eton charged £990 p.a. Adjusted for inflation, that is a present-day value of about £8,500. Current fees are about five times that.

My father had gone to Wolverhampton Grammar School, founded in 1512. In 1958 I was sent to a younger establishment, Repton, founded in 1557 by a gentleman called Sir John Port on a bleak and damp spot between Burton on Trent and Derby. ‘Not near any enticing towns’ as a later headmaster was to say. I think this school was chosen simply because my godfather, a Birmingham doctor, had been there. The school and village which contained it were close to the river Trent, described in the school song as ‘staid and silver’ but in reality dismal grey. The towers of Willington power station loomed high beyond its banks, which sometimes flooded. In 873 Danish Vikings had arrived in their longboats, seized a monastery in the village, built a substantial earth fortification and overwintered. They would probably have felt at home, because Repton was often very cold, and I was grateful for my thick blue woollen duffel coat, with a hood and horn toggles, in which, above my uniform herringbone tweed suit, I could shelter from the sleet on the 500-yard walk from my House (Brook, now abolished) to the school buildings. This was a walk I took thousands of times, about which I particularly remember two things: a permanently parked white Sunbeam Alpine sports car, which seemed a most desirable object, and encounters with a small, bruised woman, missing several teeth, always pushing a shabby pram and accompanied by two small children. I failed to realise it then, but she was clearly a ‘battered wife’, in need of help and money, for whom the droves of suited schoolboys must have seemed creatures from a world of incomprehensible security and comfort.

Not that we were immune from violence ourselves. House prefects could ‘swish’ or ‘flap’ fags (junior boys made to do menial tasks) for  any perceived imperfection in their duties – dusting, putting Blanco on webbing belts and gaiters, or shoe polishing – by hitting them on  the bottom with gym shoes. Housemasters could, and sometimes did, beat with canes. This licensed assault happened to me once, though I cannot remember why. It was very painful. Such manifestations of moderate barbarity were less in my time than they had been before, and diminished considerably while I was there. On the whole one was not often frightened. I came across little evidence of homosexuality.

You enter Public school as a nervous child, and emerge five years later, without really noticing the change, as a confident young adult. In my first year I was the junior person in a study of five boys of varying seniority, the oldest of whom was Graeme Garden, later a well-known radio comedian, but at that time taking biology A level and painting a frieze depicting the characters in The Archers, including a salacious caricature of John Tregorran. (Garden has lived for many years in the next village to mine in North Oxfordshire, and I used to see him commuting to work from Charlbury. Somehow commuting seemed inappropriate for a comedian). At Repton each study member – there were five or six boys to a room – had a small table to himself, which he fortified, personalised and embellished with little bookcases, shelves and a lamp. I got on well with another new boy, Bill Scott, whose mother ran a restaurant near Thornton le Fylde in Lancashire, popular during party conferences at Blackpool. Otherwise my peers in Brook House, while pleasant, did not become close friends.

The house used to echo to pop music, played on small gramophones, which were possessed by most studies. The favourite artist when I arrived was, by a large margin, Buddy Holly, though Elvis Presley and Billy Fury also had their advocates. The song I liked best, and which always strongly reminds me of my mid teenage years, and adolescent parties, was Poetry in Motion by Johnny Tillotson, 1960. I had the 45rpm record, on the Cadence label. Tillotson is still alive, at 81 only seven years older than me. He has managed to live a lot longer than Holly and Presley, though his music has not. I did not much enjoy the Beatles when they arrived around 1963, and I have got little pleasure from pop music ever since, except for The Push Bike Song, which throbbed though the Krazy Kangaroo mountain bar in St Anton a decade later. I may lack some demotic instinct. Perhaps there will be a renaissance of catchy tunes with interesting lyrics, but it seems a long time coming. I became a Light Programme listener, but that was abolished in 1967, when it and I were both 22.

Repton was perhaps just in the top dozen public schools at the time, along with places like Charterhouse, Rugby and Shrewsbury, but  it was, I later discovered, better known for Christianity and sport than for academic achievement. Two headmasters, Fisher and Ramsey, had become Archbishops of Canterbury. Old boys included CB Fry and Harold Abrahams. Len Hutton sent his sons there. The school did very well at cricket, hockey and association football. When I arrived in 1958 the headmaster was Lynam Thomas, who had been teaching there since 1927, the year Trotsky was expelled from the Communist Party. He retired in 1961, the year the first man travelled in space. He too became ordained. He described the school to his successor as ‘a place for the beta-query-plus boy’, which he had not sought to alter. My housemaster, JD Eggar, himself probably beta-query-plus, was broad and  swarthy and primarily interested in sport – particularly cricket – but also in Fives, an exciting game which involved hitting a small hard ball with a gloved hand around a three-sided stone-walled court, a dangerous manual version of squash. He had a son, occasionally seen scurrying around the house, who was sent to Winchester, and later became MP for Enfield and President of the Russo-British Chamber of Commerce. Eggar was a friend and rival of Dick Sale, who ran a House called Priory; they vied perpetually for sporting rather than academic success. I do not think that JD, as my housemaster was known, was very fond of me, especially after I instituted a food committee to criticise the quality of what we were given to eat. The dormitory windows were kept open every night, including (indeed especially) throughout the winter, about which I also complained. My lack of enthusiasm for cricket will not have helped. He did on one occasion compliment me on doing well in a cross-country run, a five-mile canter around local fields. It was called a Long Milton, after a nearby village. On this run there was a dog which rushed out of a farm to harry and sometimes to nip the boys. One of us resolved to deal with this danger, and ran in track running spikes. When the dog next attacked he stuck out his foot, and the dog’s head was impaled. It fell dead, and the boy got into some trouble. I think his father was persuaded to pay for a new dog.

RM Charlesworth, dark, cheerful, balding and scruffy, taught English, and arranged and directed school plays. He was an excellent schoolmaster who divined what might interest and stimulate his pupils, and taught with a good balance of engagement and exhortation. He encouraged me to read and understand both Beowulf and Evelyn Waugh, as well as the more traditional authors of English literature. Stuart Andrews, neat, aquiline and later headmaster of Clifton, taught history, and was very rigorous about the attribution and exactitude of any quotation. Dennis Hawkins, a large, black-bearded man, clad always in messy corduroy, presided with benign energy at the art school, a large mediaeval stone barn just inside the school entrance arch, where he encouraged self-expression, with modest emphasis on technique. I specialised in cartoon faces, also birds and churches carefully depicted in black ink, coloured with water paints. I was better at drawing than painting, but foolishly have neglected in later life to keep up this interest. Hawkins had, apart from great enthusiasm and considerable popularity, a particular gift. There was an institution nearby which we called a lunatic asylum, where people with serious psychiatric conditions were treated. He used to visit this and developed a useful diagnostic tool. If an inmate painted a house with no door, he was, Hawkins told the staff, likely to be suicidal. Likewise, a path which meandered out of the picture without a depicted destination was a sign of less serious self-harm. In later life, when I became a member of the Parole Board, I wondered whether some similar tests might be a useful way of predicting dangerousness in prisoners.

Two years before I left, we had a new headmaster, John Thorn. He was a young man, in his thirties, with quite limited teaching experience but style, ambition and clarity of thought, who tried hard to improve the school’s intellectual standing. Though we schoolboys were not to know, he had a difficult time, which he described in his 1989 book Road to Winchester: ‘The O.R. Society. had never found me the headmaster of their dreams... my last two terms at Repton were far from easy.the boys were not often very subtle, the staff were for or against things and mostly said so without concealment. Problems were big.’  He was I think fighting some pretty sturdy philistines, and he also had to contend with the highly conservative Lord Fisher of Lambeth as head of the governing body. ‘By 1966’ he wrote, ‘I had decided I wished to leave’. Two years later he was chosen for Winchester, after considering whether to become a wine merchant in Bristol.

Thorn taught History to the Upper Sixth, of which I was a member, and sometimes took us in his Ford Zodiac to visit local places of historical interest. He was a pleasant and uncondescending man, whom I met again years later towards the end of his time at Winchester, to which I was considering sending my sons. He either recognised me or gave an excellent impression of having done so. Some schoolmasters are remarkably good at this.

I usually came about fifth in classes of some 12 to 14 boys. This level of achievement was in fact a bad thing, since it meant that I was high enough not to be chivvied or much criticised, but performing at a lower level than I might have done if encouraged or threatened. Education should always involve stimulus of one sort or another: preferably inspiration or interest, but failing that, anxiety. I was still fond of History, English and Geometry, but never got far with maths or, particularly, chemistry. It was very hard to understand how elements could be shown by algebra to combine or fissiparate under various conditions and turn into something else. How could one possibly prove by processing letters and figures that one gas became another? And why was it that whenever I asked for the chemical formula not of metal or carbon or hydrogen, but everyday things like wood and leather, or even chocolate cake, I never got a satisfactory answer but was simply told not to be silly?

Many boys used to spend a lot of their time in the tuck shop, the ‘Grubber’ as it was known. It was run as a small cafeteria, and egg and rather soft chips was the favourite order. I never went there much, preferring privately to eat the Mars Bars which my mother used to send in large brown wholesale boxes containing two dozen. This was not a route to popularity, for they were too big to give away, but it did save money.

Healthier activities were available. A housemaster called Townsend used to take small groups of us to the Peak District to learn rock climbing on Stanage Edge and other outcrops. He was accompanied by his Pyrenean Mountain Dog, Louis, who was the size of a slim bear. We learned to use ropes to protect ourselves and fellow climbers and how to belay and abseil, and were introduced to the classification of climbs, from ‘Diff’, which in a typical English way meant ‘very easy’, to ‘VS’ (very severe), which would not have troubled an alpinist but might be tricky for us. I found climbing very enjoyable, even in the heavy corps boots which we wore, and relished the feeling of moving over exposed but sound rock by toe hold, balance and fingertip. It seemed a proper progression from my earlier fondness for tree climbing, at which I was quite daring. I enjoyed the sensations of height. We used to return from climbing weekends in the school bus on Sunday evenings, and stopped for evensong at Ashbourne’s fine church, filing in to the mild interest of the congregation wearing khaki fatigues.

One of our climbing expeditions was led  by  George  Lowe,  who  had played a major part in the successful British led ascent of Everest  in 1953 and taken a teaching job at Repton in 1959. He was a quiet man, naturally greatly admired. It was not until many years later that I leaned that his work, pathfinding on the Lhotse face, was absolutely critical to the outcome of the expedition. He had spent many hours at altitudes above 23,000 ft without oxygen, which other climbers simply could not manage. When I met him at the Travellers club a few years before his death I asked about this, and he replied that he ‘supposed he had quite good quality lungs’. In 2013 he wrote an attractive, simple book, Letters from Everest, in which he said ‘Our achievement, I hope, will last as long as there are adventurous hearts... as long as people still raise their eyes to the summits, and take on a challenge in the simple way that we did – slow and sure, head up, just one step at a time’.

Also in the Peak District, near Hathersage, and sometimes in the North, there were cadet camps. Every boy belonged to the CCF, or Combined Cadet Force, and each Friday there was a parade and some modest military training (mostly drill, but also more excitingly how  to fire a Bren gun). On speech days the whole contingent, a battalion, marched smartly through the village with rifles on our shoulders, and  a band playing patriotic tunes. I used to pretend we were liberating Paris. There was a summer camp, lasting a week. These camps were fun. We slept in sturdy khaki ridge tents, which cosily kept out the rain, and tried with a portable radio to follow the fortunes of Jaguar and Aston Martin at the Le Mans 24-hour road race. In groups of four, each carrying a frame rucksack weighing about 20lbs, but no rifle, we were sent out to navigate around the local hills and lakes, and make our way back to base by dusk. A few cheated by thumbing a lift or calling a taxi from a phone box, but mostly, with maps and compasses (no GPS or mobile phones existed) and a bit of common sense, we got where we wanted to go. I grew increasingly fond of high places, and ever since have enjoyed hills and mountains, rather scorning terrain that is flat.

Once we had ‘night ops’, an exercise on Yorkshire hills near Catterick which involved attacking, or being attacked by, another school in the dark. This of course was very hard for those in charge to control, and rapidly became confused. I did not like the feeling of crouching vulnerable in the gloom, even with blanks in my rifle, waiting to be captured by the enemy. Nor did the others in my section. So we decided to attack. By this we meant move forward without instructions. In due course we were found by the master in charge, Tim Fisher (son of the headmaster-archbishop), who was wearing camouflage rather than his usual corduroy,  and he told us that we had been captured, or would have been if we had stayed where we were supposed to, but were at liberty to escape. We ran off into the dark and became lost. I do not think we were missed at all, and when dawn broke at about 5am  we could see where we were and wandered back to camp. On the way passing the very amusing sight of Fisher in the turret of a scout car he had been lent by the local TA which had got irretrievably stuck in some sort of mire. We cheered no end.

Fisher was the master who had three years before rescued me from the school swimming pool during a swimming test. I was not a good swimmer, and had for a few moments been aware that though I was progressing forward, I seemed to be doing so under the water, rather than upon it. This made for difficulties in breathing, but despite some apprehension I was determined not to give up. The next thing I knew I was on the paving slabs at the side of the pool, being wrapped in a towel and hit on the back. Nobody had noticed my underwater progress until Fisher saw a child in obvious difficulty and jumped in. I discussed this episode with him many years later when we went to look at Swanborne prep school, where he had become headmaster, but he did not remember it, or even pretend to.

There was another quasi-military activity in which I took part at Repton: rifle shooting. In the 1950s the nation was keen on this. Country Life magazine used to set and sponsor an annual small-bore competition (and publish the results), with landscape targets in which enemy figures were concealed. We practised for this every week in a small indoor range underneath the gymnasium, next to the school armoury, which held the pleasant tang of recently-expended ammunition. There was also, on a much grander scale, an annual public schools’ competition at Bisley. For this Lee Enfield.303 rifles were used, equipped with aperture sights. These were surprisingly accurate at ranges of up to 500 yards. One afternoon a week during summer term, instead of playing cricket, about a dozen boys got into the school’s vintage maroon charabanc and were driven to ‘The Butts’, an old rifle range grazed by cows, near Burton on Trent. There we took it in turns to shoot, and to mark and patch up targets which we hauled up and down from within a concrete- lined trench. Firing took place from 200 and 500 yards. There was no hearing protection. The object of the exercise was to get into the school ‘eight’ to go to Bisley to compete with scores of other schools for the Ashburton Shield. This I enjoyed. Bisley was a sort of wooden colonial village in Surrey devoted to rifles and pistols and shooting, with all sorts of interesting characters in strange hats with ammunition, slings, holsters, spare magazines and spotting scopes. It still exists, though now without the pistols. There was a stirring and unusual competition called the Marling, which involved starting at 600yds, running with your rifle to a firing point at 500 yds, firing, then running to 400, 300 and 200, shooting at each point. This was quite spectacular, with all  the school teams doing this at once, and the whole range alive with the sound of continuous fire. Aiming accurately became increasingly hard as one got out of breath. It was far more entertaining than cricket. I became a reasonable and confident rifle shot. We did not however win the Ashburton Shield.

I quite enjoyed football, where I was always put on the right wing, and had to outwit the opposing full-back. My only sporting prowess however, if that is not too strong a word, was at sprinting. I found it easy to run pretty quickly over short distances – 100 yards or 220 yards and sometimes won competitions in these events. About 25 years later when staying in Scotland I ran a race against Sinclair Bonde, a well- connected Swede of about my age who had been at Eton. He told me that he had been that school’s quickest runner, and we competed on a lawn in front of a castle. I was pleased to discover that though he was taller and stronger than I was he could not run faster. This was a source of great satisfaction, as the first low foothills of middle age were by then visible on the horizon.

It should be noted that Repton was not an entirely culture-free establishment. During my last summer term, after exams had been taken, it was possible to do various things as part of a sixth form course. I chose to write a paper on Palladian architecture, which I did together with another Brook House boy, Anthony Johnson (who was totally unsuited to the school, being very intelligent, arrogant, lazy and unprepared to take part in any sporting activity at all. I do not think that he ever had paid employment in his adult life, mostly spent in France). The chief pleasure of the project was that those taking part were allowed out of school. Johnson and I planned carefully. He would go down to London, where I believe his father had a flat in Lowndes Square. While there he would inspect Chiswick House, and make a short visit to Mereworth Castle in Kent. I, on the other hand, having borrowed my mother’s Standard Vanguard estate car (a sturdy vehicle, desert sand in colour) would travel to the south and west, and visit Wilton House, Prior Park and Stourhead. I did indeed visit
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