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About the Book

Damien Trench is one of the most well-respected cookery writers working today. But what were the formative experiences that sent him on the path to such culinary acclaim? In Egg and Soldiers, Damien opens up for the first time about his childhood – from the blissful early years playing with wooden cookery sets at ‘Tiny Steps’ nursery, to more traumatic episodes (an ‘incident’ at a public baths and subsequent therapy, for example), to adolescence (Judo classes and his first visit to a National Trust property) and, of course, how he fell in love with food. Along the way there are postcards from the present, as Damien relates astute observations on the trials of modern life, illuminating conversations with his partner Anthony, and thought-provoking anecdotes from food festivals and the like. At last, the lid has been lifted on one of the most interesting voices in modern cookery writing.


For my mother


INTRODUCTION

I am not really sure if I one should think of this book as a memoir or rather just as memories. Even if a biographical account tells all the stories, can it ever tell the whole story? I’m not sure that I can say, to be honest. You’d have to ask Ben Pimlott or some such. Peter Ackroyd, perhaps.

I also feel duty-bound at this early juncture to state – utterly categorically – that it was absolutely not my idea to pen this volume. Though I have always been as honest and candid as circumstances and time constraints would allow, a plain speaker if you will, and always been willing to share with my readership certain aspects of my home life and backstory, it would simply never have occurred to me in a million years to think that the reading public would have even the slightest interest in an entirely autobiographical volume from yours truly. I live a simple and ordinary life, governed by sparseness and sparsity, just quietly getting on with whatever needs to be done and trying to avoid, where possible, fuss of any kind. I always feel deeply uncomfortable when I am the centre of attention. When my book A Year in the Kitchen won Book of the Year at the 2011 Culinary Literature Awards (in association with BBC Radio 4), I took to the stage at this most lavish of events and found myself standing at the podium unable to say anything at all. So utterly surprised and taken aback was I to be announced as the winner of this most prestigious and highly coveted award that a whole three minutes of wild applause had to pass before I was finally able to humbly assert that the invited audience’s standing ovation was completely unnecessary and then begin to read out my prepared speech.

Instead, the initial idea for this book came – as so many of the best ideas I hear of do – from my literary agent, Ian Frobisher. Ian really is everything that you would wish a literary agent to be: kind, thoughtful, encouraging, thankfully no longer drinking and a recent convert to yoga. ‘I think you should write about your childhood, Damo,’ he told me. ‘The people want to know all about you. I know I do.’

‘Ian,’ I told him, ‘I’m really not so sure they do. “The people” want me to tell them what best to do with their apricots. And I am more than happy to oblige.’

‘That too, that too. But what about the man underneath all that fruit and stuff? Let him out. I’ve suggested it to your publisher and they sounded keen as mustard.’

He then very briefly outlined some discussions that he had had with them about enormous advances and so forth, but I very rarely pay any heed to that sort of thing so I just listened really intently and let it all wash over me. The gist of what he was saying, I could tell, was that once the publishers had heard the idea, they had started absolutely begging for it. Ian’s phone was ringing day and night, he said. Publishers kept sending him bottles of champagne and flowers, and Ian kept having them couriered straight around to my house. We almost had a vase crisis. The only way to stop these overtures, it seemed, was just to admit defeat, sit down and write the ruddy thing. This, then, is precisely why we find ourselves where we are. The publishers have spoken. We must not ignore the will of the publishers.

It is, of course, a terribly humbling thing to be asked to open up about one’s early life like this. I am not, by nature, especially self-reflective and nor do I have any particular penchant for dwelling on the past. Thus I have spent the past few months while I have been writing this in a state that psychologists would describe as ‘completely out of my comfort zone’. The journey that I have been on in that time has been not a little nerve-wracking. Writing autobiography is a massive responsibility. Almost but not quite, in fact, a burden. But please, I beg of you, spare me your sympathies and suspend your critical faculties. I am a cookery writer, not a biographer, and so hope not to be judged by such standards. I like to imagine that if Antonia Fraser suddenly decided to write a book about aubergines and the many wonderful things that you can do with and indeed to them, that you’d be kind enough to give her a gentle ride. I hope, therefore, that you could see your way to giving me one.

What I have attempted to do is to lay down not just those stories that are, to me at least, the most vivid of my early years, but also those that I feel have had – and in some cases continue to have – the most profound effect on me. It would be lovely to say that writing a book like this is easy, but actually it isn’t. It’s agony at times. It’s extraordinary too not only what the mind has allowed itself to forget but also what it has forced itself to remember. It is also amazing how different some of my recollections are to those of my friends and family. My mother, for example, insists that she taught me to make a roux. I do not have the skill to persuade her otherwise, but the truth as I recall it is that I learnt it from a book. If I’d only ever learnt to make a roux from my mother then I wouldn’t have ever learnt that the flour really has to be cooked, and thus my sauce (like, I am sad to relate, so many of my dear mother’s) would never have held. That’s not a criticism of my mother, by the way. It is an observation of her cooking style and reportage of a difference of opinion. Of which we have several. She uses supermarkets, for instance, and resolutely refuses to use a Bag for Life. (I looked behind her fridge the other day. It was like a landfill site.) She has also described self-checkouts as ‘a good thing’, which despite being unusually open-minded of her, strikes me as being completely unconscious of the wider economic impacts of their emergence, and unsympathetic to the inevitably damaged morale of the supermarket workforce, but there we are. I doubt very much that she would like to be given a health check-up by a robot, so I am not at all sure why she is happy to have her courgettes weighed by one.

This book has been written, it goes almost but not quite without saying, for YOU. I have always valued my readers, and I hope I always will. I know that this book is about ME, but it is YOU who I have been thinking of when I have been writing it. It is YOU who I am seeking to inform, to surprise, for whom I seek to elucidate. It is YOU with whom I am sharing the good and the bad, the highs and the lows, the delicious and the rather less so. It is YOU in whom I am confiding. When I have been sitting slumped and weary in front of my laptop, so whacked out by it all that I have barely been able to put finger to button to continue, it is only by thinking about YOU that I have been able to pick up my sword and soldier on with the text. When I have been lying awake at night unable to sleep it is YOU who I have been thinking of. When I have stepped into the shower every morning it is YOU I think of first. (The same thing happens in the bath of an evening too, by the way.) It is YOU I was thinking about only the other morning when my partner Anthony and I were waiting at some traffic lights and he asked me what it was I was ruminating about. ‘THEM,’ I told him. By which I meant ‘YOU’. It is, after all, YOU who I ultimately wish to please.

But though I have been thinking about YOU, and writing this book I hope entirely for YOUR benefit, I have also undoubtedly benefited myself. I have had to revisit parts of my life that I haven’t thought about for years. I’ve thought about things that I didn’t even know I remembered. I’ve remembered things that I didn’t even know that I knew. Some things that I thought I knew, it turned out that I didn’t. And some things that I only thought I knew, I now know I really did know. Which was a bit of a relief.

Undoubtedly, I have been able to lay a certain number of childhood traumas to rest.

‘Has it been cathartic?’ Ian asked when I handed him the first draft.

‘Unbelievably so,’ I replied. ‘And I’ve learnt so much.’

‘What about?’ he asked.

‘Me,’ I said.

And I have. But, just to be clear, I’ve done it for YOU.

Damien Trench, Queen’s Park, 2017


Chapter 1

THE BEGINNING

So then. Where to start? No place like the present, as far as I’m concerned. And I have just had one of those absolutely mad mornings when you pop out of the house only intending to have a quick perusal of some clay tagines, and somehow end up coming home a full two hours later with nothing to show for your travels and indeed travails but a brand new gas ring expander. I think I was probably as surprised as anybody. But then sometimes life is just like that, isn’t it? We are none of us truly in control of our destiny and I considered it in no way a wasted morning.

Inspiration really can strike at the most unexpected moments. I once dashed out of a Franco Zeffirelli retrospective at our really rather excellent local independent arts cinema and made kulebyaka for eight. If you can find rhyme or reason in such an action then you are, I think it is only fair to say, a far better man than I. It was, by the way, delicious. If I made it again – and I quite seriously think that I might – then I would consider adding very slightly more dill and I would perhaps go out of my way to find a bigger onion. It would also be sensible to cook such a thing at a time when there were seven other people about to help me eat it. But despite these findings, I was perfectly happy with the results. I may have to wait for another day to see Young Toscanini on a big screen, but at least I know that I have it in me to produce a seriously good Russian pie on a whim.

It is so vitally important to listen to one’s instincts, I always think. I once asked our builder Mr Mullaney if he wouldn’t mind painting our downstairs loo for us. Mr Mullaney has often insisted, modestly, that interior decorating and building really are completely different skillsets and that both jobs are best left to their respective specialists, and I can see where he’s coming from – up to a point – but I’ve noticed many times over the years that painting walls is actually something that the man has a real flair for, and that he owes it to himself – if no one else – to be more confident in that regard. He has a wonderful, gentle touch, is equally impressive with either brush or roller, and is (without wishing to smother him with praise) perfectly capable of painting one’s smaller rooms.1

Anyway, I made him an espresso, begged him a little, and dangled the possibility of a mid-to-late-afternoon dark chocolate and spelt flour brownie in front of him (the poor – and indeed Irish, have I mentioned this? – man is a coeliac; an affliction that he bears with considerable – and indeed I would quite honestly go so far as to say characteristic – fortitude). The end result was that he very graciously accepted the brief, and agreed to put his excellent brush skills to use. I chose a rather vivid electric blue that had absolutely leapt out at me in a chalk paint shop that had recently opened in our area, and the good man set to work. When it had dried, I took one look at it and realised – instinctively – that I in fact preferred it the way it had been before, several shades lighter. Mr Mullaney painted it again, and life went on.

The point is, I had listened to and obeyed my instincts, and I haven’t once regretted the entire episode for even an instant. My partner Anthony came home later that evening and wouldn’t have even guessed, until I told him, that our downstairs lavatory had been out of action owing to works for much of the day. He couldn’t even smell the fresh paint. But then again, how could he have? The whole house, downstairs lavatory included, was absolutely filled with the scent of my jumbo batch of dark chocolate, spelt-flour brownies. Sadly, Mr Mullaney didn’t ultimately have a chance to sample them, as he left slightly earlier than usual as the result of a headache – provenance unknown. So yes, instinct: a wonderful tool that we would all be, I am quite convinced, absolutely lost without and something that one should always rely on, quite irrespective of its outcome. If I hadn’t thought that the downstairs lavatory might benefit from being a different colour then I would never have made the brownies, and they put Anthony, I can tell you, into a rather wonderful mood.

Anyway, it’ll soon be time to prepare lunch, and so I had better put down my pen, don my apron and do something semi-daring with some tomatoes.


Chapter 2

THE REAL BEGINNING

So when was I born? And where? To whom was I born, and was I a natural birth or did I emerge as the result of a caesarean? Let us leave those questions for the moment, and think instead about the sort of world that I was born into.

I have lived in fascinating times. That much is for sure. I have not, however, always necessarily been aware of the times at the time, if that makes sense. And I think it does. Because we are all of us aware of the same things in different ways. Some of us see the big picture, others only see things close up. I tend to focus on those things in the margins, to seek comfort in the peripheries. For instance, I recall the day that Mrs Thatcher resigned chiefly because I attempted to make a tiramisu that didn’t set. In my naivety and innocence I simply hadn’t beaten the yolks and sugar anything like hard enough, and thus in a way my tiramisu was as much doomed in the beginning as Mrs Thatcher was in the end.

I was very upset about the tiramisu, and cried for some time. My mother was also in tears, but in her case the tears were for the end of the reign of Britain’s first female Prime Minister, and not because I had wasted so many eggs and sponge fingers. I can remember her standing by the oven in our kitchen surrounded by our chipped blue Formica units dabbing the corners of her eyes with a tea towel advertising Bushell’s Blue Label. Through the window behind her I could see my father outside on the patio performing a sort of dance, somewhere between a jig and lindy hop. I can remember those details, but I couldn’t tell you the date. Not without looking it up. (It turns out it was 22 November 1990 that Mrs Thatcher resigned. If it was November that means it would have been dark by the time I was back from school and cooking. I only remember now that the reason that I could see my father out in the garden at all was that he was lighting fireworks.)

I can picture that kitchen in Willesden, north-west London, so very clearly. The aforementioned cupboards, the dining table that was slightly too big, the built-in oven (Hitachi). There was a boiler in what should have been a fireplace with a chrome pipe coming out of it, that a plastic bag had melted against long ago and which drove my mother and me wild. Nothing would shift it. We tried pretty much every commercial multi-surface cleaner on the market, and all to no effect. We tried paint stripper. Even bleach. My sister, not untypically, thought that the problem might be solved by taking a hammer to it. It could not.

I have always been fascinated by my surroundings – the sights, the smells, the sounds, the tastes. Sitting at my antique desk for the first time, for instance, I could only begin to write once I had taken the time to study its surface, to take in its colour. What had been the causes behind the scratches and lines upon it; what stories did they tell? Who had sat there before me? Did they perhaps write novels or love letters upon this desk? Or had they simply taken the opportunity to crack on with a bit of light admin? Who can say? All I know is that my attention to detail when it comes to my immediate surroundings means that the bigger picture has sometimes escaped my attention. In my life there has been the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Beirut hostage crisis, the assassination of the Ceausescus, the 9/11 attacks, the break-up of the Soviet Union – and I have to say I can’t really remember a great deal about them, other perhaps than what I was doing at the time. Probably cooking. Or reading. Or writing. Or just having a bit of a think, which is no bad thing. Unless one’s thoughts turn dark. And then the next thing you know you’re staring at a blank wall, or the sea, or a disused railway line and there’s an empty bottle and a half-eaten simnel cake beside you and some pages that have been torn from a diary and ripped up. But that sort of thing is very rare. Thankfully.

I was born in the 1970s. I would love to be more specific than that, but I am afraid that my alert consciousness of the ever-burgeoning threat of identity theft prohibits me from so doing. The last thing I want to do is to commit private details to print and then find that my identity is being used by somebody else to do online shopping1 or perhaps even help them spy for an enemy power. I’m actually pretty aghast at the thought of being dragged into some sort of international espionage scandal. I am, of course, completely aware that the security and intelligence services of all nations feel that they have a job to do (with, I must say, wildly varying degrees of justification) but I would rather that they got on with it without my involvement. Frankly I would much rather be kept in the dark about such things anyway so that I can get on with more important matters such as working out what on earth to do with a cabbage glut.2

Nevertheless, I wouldn’t want you to come away from this book with the idea that I’m paranoid, so I’m also happy to say that I was born nearer to the end of the seventies than their beginning. That’s your lot, I’m afraid.

I was born (via natural birth) in the maternity wing of a hospital in Dollis Hill, north-west London that has long since been turned into luxury flats. It happened, I am told, in the middle of a most blustery night after a fourteen-hour labour. My mother, Janet, resisted all drugs and probably even all advice but out I eventually slid and, by all accounts, took to the breast immediately. My father, Sam, was there and my sister, Angela, was at home being watched over by a friend of my parents. She took, as older siblings used to being the centre of attention often do, an instant dislike to me almost as soon as I was brought home from hospital and commenced a campaign of violence against me that lasted for many years and resulted in countless visits to doctors and, on one occasion, a child psychologist. A few years later, I had a baby brother, Ralph, and he too was, completely unprovoked, extremely aggressive towards me. His behaviour was somewhat less nuanced than my sister’s, whose behaviour, though cruel, was admirably creative.

My earliest memory is of standing on a little stool in my bedroom. I had a decorative plate on the wall – some sort of agricultural scene if I recall correctly, hay thrashing possibly. The plate was held up by a wire hanger, and hanging by a loop of ribbon from one of the little arms that protruded from underneath it was a birthday card cut in the shape of the number two. I was reaching up and tugging at the little card when my sister appeared from nowhere and shoved me extremely hard. I teetered for what seemed like an age and then, grabbing hold of the card in an attempt to steady my fall, I pulled it and the plate off the wall and fell down off the stool. As a result of my sister’s version of events – I was, on account of my age and my injuries, completely incoherent – my parents held me responsible for what happened.

With hindsight I do not blame my sister for this. She saw an opportunity to get away with something and so she took it. But possibly as a result of this I have always been incredibly sensitive to any false accusations. A few years ago a lady sent me a very angry letter indeed about a recipe of mine in a newspaper. Despite it being a Southern Indian dish (involving lamb shanks), I had – possibly a little unconventionally – advocated the inclusion of a couple of spoons of harissa paste which is, of course, North African. For reasons I have never fully understood, newspaper sub-editors have a tendency to edit recipes that I submit rather heavily, cutting out what they wrongly suppose to be extraneous information or anecdote. In this instance ‘a couple of spoons from a tube of harissa paste’ had been shortened to ‘a couple of tubes of harissa paste’. This furious lady had, as a result of this act of journalistic vandalism, been on the receiving end of an absolutely appalling and at times savage digestive experience. So too, it transpired, had several of her guests, many of whom – including some prominent members of her local council’s planning committee and somebody involved in storylining the once popular television soap Brookside – had continued to suffer from agitated bowels for several days after, as she went on to explain in somewhat graphic detail.

I could understand her anger, but I certainly could not fully understand why she was directing it at me. Surely people occasionally taste as they go when they are cooking to ensure that things haven’t become tangy to the point of being unpalatable? I couldn’t believe that at some point in the five-hour cooking process she wouldn’t have had a little taste of the stuff just out of idle curiosity. She might not have been able to save the dish, but she would certainly have been able to save her guests from the distressing litany of cramps and convulsions with which they were all racked for what sounded like the best part of a working week.

Nor could I understand why, given that the dish must have been impossibly hot, they had contrived to polish off the entire thing. Was it bravado? Stupidity? Perhaps it was simply good manners. I suppose we have all been in the position of not wanting to offend a dinner party host who we know to have been slaving over a hot stove for hours, occasionally claiming to have a migraine so that we can excuse ourselves instantly, or pretending to be a social smoker so that we can nip out to the garden and have a quiet retch.

Anyway, I replied to the lady and told her that although I had every sympathy with her situation it was, alas, not I who was at fault, but the sub-editor responsible for maiming my copy. This did nothing to quell her anger. So a few days later the sub-editor and I found ourselves on a train heading for Humberside where I had agreed to cook for the lady in question by way of an apology. The sub-editor was an apologetic enough fellow, but by no means a serviceable sous-chef. I had assumed that the lady in question would ask us to dine with her, but in fact she made us stay in the kitchen and treated us as staff while she and her friends ate in the dining room, a most unsatisfactory arrangement. I imagined that she might at some point acknowledge that I was not at fault, whilst still accepting our apologies. In fact, as soon as we’d finished the washing up we were ushered out of the house with the words ‘I hope you’ve learnt your lesson’ and forced to trudge off despairingly in the direction of the Ibis. The newspaper in question had to pick up the tab for the whole thing, and is now in serious financial trouble. I cannot pretend that I wasn’t irked by the experience at the time, but thankfully I am completely and utterly over it now.

At the time of my birth, my mother worked for various charity groups and my father was a structural engineer, but they rarely spoke about work when they were at home. Besides, I was a baby, so even if they had spoken about it, I imagine that I would have understood very little. (Not that I understood little for long, you understand. My verbal skills came along at an absolute pace and I had, almost from the off, a very advanced reading age. I read Olivia Manning’s Balkan Trilogy at the age of seven. Loved it.) Still, I think they both found what they did rewarding; the mortgage was paid, and there was always meat in the refrigerator. And sometimes the freezer too, which I am not keen on. If I knew then what I knew now – and had been able to articulate it – I would have tried to convey to them that freezing meat is not remotely sensible behaviour and as well as limiting the flavour does irreparable harm to the texture. It’s to do with enzymes. But then, isn’t everything?

My parents, both originally from the north – my father from Yorkshire and my mother from Northumbria – met as students at the University of Bangor, where the 1960s seemed to pass them by completely. They were, however, contemporaries of Roger Whittaker, and my father has an awful lot of anecdotes about his whistling. Nevertheless, it sounded as if they had been very happy there, and regularly took the opportunity to explore the country and the coastline in an Austin 1100 that my father had spent all his savings on. They got engaged on the promenade at Llanfairfechan on a hot day in 1963 and celebrated with ice creams.

These days my mother avoids dairy altogether. Something to do with her bowels.


Chapter 3

AN EDUCATION

I started going to a nursery school at the age of three. Or possibly two. Four perhaps? Isn’t it funny how it can sometimes be so very difficult to remember these sort of details, and yet so incredibly easy to recall others? (Maybe it isn’t at all funny. Maybe it’s infuriating and indicative of some sort of degenerative condition from which I am suffering. Perhaps it’s age?)

So though I cannot remember my exact age when I started going to nursery school, I could easily describe to you in great detail every single garment I was wearing, including briefs. But just because I can remember such details, it doesn’t mean that I am compelled to prove it to you by sharing such details. My briefs are my business and mine alone.1

What I am more than happy to share with you, however, is the sort of shoes I was wearing: Start-rite sandals were practically de rigeur in those days, certainly in the circles in which I moved. I’ve always found there to be something very cheery about the Start-rite logo – that of two children, dressed for winter, walking not so much hand-in-hand as arm-in-arm. It’s a boy on the left, and a girl on the right. I’ve always assumed – and I dare say that I am by no means alone in this – that they are supposed to be brother and sister, but they could just be good friends. Or cousins, perhaps. I used to find it a rather aspirational image, but when we were young, my sister would never take my hand. She doesn’t take it now, either, come to think of it, but then she has rather less cause to. I could never understand why she had this attitude, but my mother said it was something to do with an incident on an ice-rink that my sister has never forgiven me for. Certainly, I’ve never had particularly good balance, so it’s not impossible that on such an outing I might have reached out to her as I was falling and taken her down with me.

These Start-rite sandals were cherry red, with a simple design on the toe that looked as if it had been composed by spirograph. They had proper, hand-stitched soles, and each had, on a narrow strap, a single, brass-effect buckle with a circular, shiny chape and a rather delicate prong.

As with much of what I wore, they were hand-me-downs from my sister and I loved them. I wish I could say that they eventually wore out, but the sad truth is that the leather on the strap snapped just below the buckle when I got my left foot stuck whilst attempting to clamber (irreverently in retrospect) on the cannon outside the front of the Imperial War Museum. People who saw me blubbing around the museum that afternoon must have assumed that it was for our war dead that I wept (and of course I sometimes do) but on that occasion it was all about the demise of those beautiful Start-rites.

‘Tiny Steps’ Nursery was an absolutely wonderful place. It was a very large building, taking up three Queen Anne-style villas, about two-thirds of the way up Throckton Avenue, an incredibly steep road in that little bit of north-west London that is never quite sure if it’s Barnet or Brent and which had a gradient of about one in three. I had cause to walk up it recently en route to a Moroccan wholesaler that a friend of mine had been (quite rightly) raving about (I just resisted the urge to pick up a couscoussier on impulse. Had I known they sold cookware, I’d have brought a second Bag for Life. I’ve already made plans to return to buy myself a gsaa and a scented water dispenser, but I think I’ll make the trip in a taxi). I couldn’t believe that my three-, or two-, or four-year-old legs had been able to carry me up that hill all those years ago. I do a lot of walking these days, but I had to stop twice on the way up and I had stiff calves for days.

Throckton Avenue was, like all the best avenues I often think, tree-lined, and for several months of the year, those trees produced a wonderful pink blossom.

‘Pink ice cream!’ I used to point at it and say.

‘No,’ my mother would reply. ‘Blossom.’

And on we’d walk, my sister stomping ahead and moaning about us having to drop me off at nursery before we’d dropped her off at school. Actually, it wasn’t always my mother who would take us to school; she and my father would usually take it in turns. Very occasionally indeed both parents would take us, which sounds like the most unimaginable fun, doesn’t it? But somehow it never was.

You see, my parents walk at very different paces because, despite being of a similar height, they have very different lengths of stride. My father’s legs seem to make up nearly half of his total height, whereas my mother’s legs somehow make up less than a third. I know this to be the case because she forced us to measure them once during an argument that she and my father were having on the very subject while I was trying to help them pack up some things for a picnic in Gladstone Park. Quite how she compensates for the shortness of her legs over the rest of her height I’m not in a position to say. Her neck is certainly long, but in an elegant rather than freakish manner, so it can’t be that. I can only conclude that she must have rather a deceptively long torso, as if she had a particularly extended head I’m sure I would have noticed by now.

The result of all this is that my parents both naturally walk at a pace that the other finds completely dementing. My father struts about like a boy scout on the rampage, whereas my mother moves as if she is being driven by an early prototype for a piston engine, albeit a serene one. If my father walks slowly enough for my mother to keep pace with him he always complains that he feels as if he’s going backwards. He pleads with her to walk a little faster but she simply refuses to, as she puts it, ‘bustle’. ‘Bustling’, she has always maintained, ‘is ungainly and unnecessary.’ So on those rare occasions that both of my parents accompanied us on the walk to our respective schools my father and sister – after bickering and losing patience with us – would be marching furiously ahead whilst my mother and I attempted to keep our cool and glide along at our own happy speed. When my little brother Ralph came along he would run up any hill as a matter of principle, and then wait at the top in order to throw things at us.

My parents have been married for an incredibly long time, but have sadly never managed to reconcile their different rates of ambulatory progress and thus almost never walk anywhere together if it can at all be helped. Sometimes they arrange to meet somewhere at a particular time and walk there separately. Otherwise they go by car, or by bus, or rather less frequently but by no means so rarely that it isn’t worth mentioning, by barge. I relate this only because my partner Anthony and I also suffer from a considerable stride differential, and yet we have managed to embrace each other’s leg lengths very happily. Despite our differences, we have successfully settled on a pace at which we can both walk comfortably side by side, without the need arising for either party to make insulting remarks about the other’s suitability for circus work. Admittedly, if Anthony is walking alone then he absolutely powers along, positively tearing up the place, whereas if I am alone I perhaps take the opportunity to have a bit of a potter. A gentle lollop, you might say, but only if you meant it kindly. I don’t know why it is that we’ve been able – perfectly easily and with the minimum of fuss – to arrive at a walking pace that satisfies us both while my parents who have been together four times as long have never managed to. Perhaps we’re just the lucky ones, and should take more chances to count our several, if not many, blessings.

I think what I used to find so wonderful about Tiny Steps Nursery was the opportunities that it provided to use one’s imagination, and to engage in one’s hobbies and interests in an environment that was in no way judgemental. How unlike, to pluck a completely random example from the ether, modern society. When I first started there, the days were given over almost entirely to play. There was paper, there were crayons, there were musical instruments, there was a beautifully diverse array of dressing-up costumes (my favourite was either the policeman, the auxiliary nurse or, and this might surprise you, the builder. Some days I’d wear all three!) and there were more toys than I had ever seen: cars, dolls, dinosaurs, teddy bears. It was heaven.

As I write I am almost welling up as I vividly recall one particular piece of what modern parlance doubtless describes as ‘play equipment’. In my second year at Tiny Steps – perhaps I was four? – I was in a class called ‘Parrots’.2 The classroom for Parrots was at the back of the building, on the first floor. It would once have been a quite fabulous sitting or family room when the building was in its original incarnation as a house, before it required fire doors and a sink in each room and lots of tiny toilets and so forth. It was a very high-ceilinged room as I recall, although it’s not absolutely impossible that my memory is playing its usual tricks on me. I was, after all, only perhaps four years old, and thus what I thought of as being high-ceilinged may very well have been quite simply normal-ceilinged. Perhaps it wasn’t even normal-ceilinged. Perhaps the ceilings were abnormally low, and I just didn’t realise. Perhaps it was a room in which all normal-sized adults were required to stoop just to be able to fit inside, and thus what seemed at the time to be caring and attentive behaviour from the staff was merely necessitated by the room’s dimensions. Your guess is as good as mine. It was probably, it being an old house, and all things being considered, somewhere between normal- and high-ceilinged. But I remember it, as I say, as being high-ceilinged. I do hope that I am painting a clear enough picture for you.

The rooms at the front of the building looked out, as is so often the case, over the street. But the rooms at the back looked out over the garden. Well, over what once would have been a garden, but was now quite definitely a playground. Where once there would have been vegetable and salad patches, there were now patio slabs. Where once there would have been lawn, there was tarmac. Where once there would have been traditional garden furniture, perhaps even a love swing, there were now toys suitable for children – little carts, giant chess, hula hoops.3

It wasn’t totally without greenery, however. There were some tall, splendid trees at the far end, largely of the non-deciduous variety. Personally I prefer my trees deciduous, as I find not being able to follow the passing of the seasons plays absolute havoc with my body clock, but I can understand the need for privacy that such trees allow. There was a set of very small raised beds where pupils were permitted to try their hands at growing carrots and the like, but they always looked a little sandy and dry to me, as if they’d been salted by an invading force. I’m making it sound a little sad and gloomy, this playground, but really it wasn’t at all. It was a place of great jolliness, filled with the sounds of play and laughter and abandon. In winter we’d all have to line up in our coats and gloves and hats before we were allowed out there. In spring a jumper would suffice. In summer, if it was incredibly hot, we wouldn’t wear clothes out there at all. They’d just put the sprinklers on and we’d all sprint about the place naked, chasing after each other and playing games, blissfully unaware that such behaviour would seem an ethical and pastoral anathema within less than a generation.

We had a fabulous view of the playground in the Parrot Class, as there was the most enormous bay window. When I first arrived in the Parrots, I could barely see over the ledge, but I must have grown an inch or two that winter – maybe I was three, come to think of it? Would that be a sensible age to shoot up two inches over the course of a single season? – because by spring I could definitely see right over it and across the whole playground. And the views of the skies were incredible. There were very few high-rise buildings in that part of London in those days, and you could stand looking out of that window at such an angle as to not be able to see any other buildings at all, just vast expanses of London sky without, seemingly, any London beneath it. I used to love a cloudy day with a definite, but slow, breeze, so that I could stand at the bay window, choose a cloud, and just watch it make its slow progress from one end of the window to the other. Sometimes I used to wish that the wind would suddenly change direction, just so that I could watch the same cloud float back the other way again, but of course it never did. And just as well really, looking back, because in purely meteorological terms such an occurrence would have had unthinkable consequences.

But there were days when I didn’t look out over the playground, or up at the skies, or even out of the window at all. Because one day there suddenly arrived – without any great fanfare it must be said, it was just plonked there, and no actual attention was drawn to it – a brand new wooden kitchen set. In a way, I’m probably lucky that the presence of this new playset wasn’t trumpeted more, or there would have been an absolute mad rush on the thing, and I would probably not even have had so much as a look-in.4 But, as
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