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Introduction

Even I would find a book about my life pretty dull. Unless you have become Prime Minister, mounted the first single-handed ascent of Everest without oxygen, or been the greatest pianist of your generation, there usually isn’t a lot to say that rises above the average or the quotidian. It’s one of those popular myths that everyone’s life is, in its own way, fascinating. Some people lead lives of dullness, even in many cases lacking Thoreau’s quiet desperation. The ranks of self-published books, now growing at speed since computers made them much cheaper, are full of titles such as An Eventful Life, or Here, There and Everywhere, Life As It Is Lived, Along the Way, or It Seemed to Me. The very titles depress the soul and I have made these titles up. Sometimes people who have led lives crowded with incident manage to make it all sound like an extended version of a trip to work on the 7.29 from Weybridge. I recently ploughed through a self-published autobiography of an elderly Tory MP who had been in the House for the resignation of Margaret Thatcher, and who had noticed nothing, felt nothing, and recounted nothing except his own doughty refusal to tell his local party how he had voted.

To be fair, many do contain elements of interest: the businessman who suddenly found himself flying bombers over Hamburg, the professional soldier who worked for Montgomery or Churchill, the bond trader who rebuilt a castle in Slovenia and turned it into a home for orphans. Some are written with flair, wit and observation. When I am retired, I may – if I have the time and the energy – acquire a hundred or so of these books, cut out the pious tributes to family and colleagues, the dreary details of deals done or lost, and create a collection of first-hand observations and adventures.

So this is in no way a life of me. On the other hand, I have encountered some interesting people who have said and done intriguing or amusing things. Like almost all journalists, I have been on the fringe looking in, sometimes a welcome, occasionally an unwelcome guest in the lives of people who have been someone or achieved something: Princess Diana, Bill Haley, Enoch Powell, Ian Smith, Joyce Grenfell, W.H. Auden. Journalists are forgotten more or less on the day they retire, unless, like Keith Waterhouse, they have produced other work of lasting value. I am pretty sure that even George Orwell would be a footnote if he hadn’t written Animal Farm and 1984. William Russell of The Times is remembered for his despatches from the Crimea, not for what he wrote, but for the fact that he wrote it. G.K. Chesterton is generally described as a journalist, but I wonder when anyone last read one of his articles, as opposed to the Father Brown stories or The Man Who Was Thursday.

Some journalists cannot bear to be only looking on and get involved in other activities, occasionally, though not often, with vast success, like Robert Harris, who was a colleague of mine on the Observer before he understood that there was more satisfaction and far more money in novels. Derek Taylor worked for the Guardian, part-time at least, then hooked up with a group called the Beatles who had realized they needed a press officer. Quite a number go into government departments, and others become MPs themselves, with mixed success. Ruth Kelly, who worked in the Guardian’s City office, rose to the Cabinet, while Julie Kirkbride, once of the Daily Telegraph, was forced out of Parliament because of her part in the great expenses scandal.

So this book is really a string of anecdotes, observations and stories. I play a minor role, a walk-on part as an observer in some of the tales, but that is all. However, I should give you a framework of what I was doing at the time. I was born in 1946, lived in North Yorkshire till the age of three, then in Hull until 1956, when my family spent a year in Rochester, New York. I have a younger sister, who is a retired teacher, and a younger brother, who was a teacher and is now a journalist himself. In 1959 we moved to Leicester where I went to Wyggeston Grammar School, whose most famous alumni are the Attenborough brothers, the naturalist David and the film director Richard, though I acted with Tim Piggott-Smith, who sat next to me in class and, showing early promise, naturally got the best roles in the school play. These plays were directed by our history teacher, Edgar Rayner, whose best friend was Colin Dexter, who wrote the Morse books. Dexter moved to Corby, where he taught classics to a close friend and neighbour of ours. This is a very small country.

At the beginning of 1965 I went to do voluntary service, teaching in western Uganda, where I was a failure, and learned far more than I contrived to teach my pupils. Later that year I started at King’s College, Cambridge, where I worked on the student paper, and participated in a somewhat limp fashion in student revolution. While the students were rioting in Paris, we were gathered round gas fires, drinking tea, eating crumpets, listening to the Beatles and fooling ourselves that we were on the cutting edge of a new world.

The Guardian began to recruit graduates again in 1968, and I got one of the places, which was a great relief as everyone else had turned me down. I reported on Northern Ireland occasionally, then full-time for two and a half years until 1973, when I went to work in London as a political correspondent. I left in 1981 to write features, largely political, for the Observer. In 1983 I married my wife, Alyson Corner. The Observer sent me to Washington as US correspondent in 1985, and both our children were born there. We returned to Britain in 1989 and in 1993 the Guardian bought the Observer. I was transferred back to the Guardian and have written the parliamentary sketch since then.

I chaired The News Quiz on Radio 4 for two periods, totalling a dozen years. This is the eighteenth book with my name on the cover, though only one, The Cat That Could Open the Fridge, about round-robin letters, was even a medium seller.

That is enough about me. If I had to sum up my life, I’d say that I moved from being a promising newcomer to clapped-out old has-been, with no intervening period.

A small proportion of the material in here has appeared elsewhere but I have never been afraid of repeating myself.


AT HOME


1
At Home
Auden & Lady Chatterley

Having left the army – I was born nine months after he was demobbed – my father got work as an adult education teacher in the North and East Riding of Yorkshire. I had been born in Ashton, Lancashire, in the hospital nearest to Stalybridge, Cheshire, where my mother had been raised. However they lived at the time in Marsk, then moved to Redcar, the seaside resort that served the people of Middlesbrough.

I went back to Redcar for the first and only time forty-nine years later, for the 1997 general election, since Mo Mowlam was the local MP, seeking re-election. The town looked poor, tatty, in need of a lick of paint. And on the promenade someone had thought that a plaster statue of a penguin would enliven the atmosphere. They were mistaken. Ms Mowlam, who was still claiming that the brain tumour that later killed her was benign, sashayed down the main street, receiving greetings and plaudits from the people, and returning the compliment with enveloping hugs and kisses for friends and strangers. Her progress resembled a cross between a Roman emperor returning after a successful campaign against a distant tribe, and Thora Hird.

Apart from Boots and other chains, all the shops seemed to be selling cheap goods of one kind or another, mostly made from raw materials not found in nature. Even Marks & Spencer, where I popped in for a bottle of wine to cheer up my evening, sold no men’s clothes and only two types of wine, red and white. But there was money around all the same: at the till the tanned woman in front of me was saying that she and her family were just back from a holiday at Disneyland in Florida.

[image: image]

(Mo always made any man – especially any journalist – feel for the moment that he was the most important person in the world. She would take you by the arm and lead you off to coffee, as if your arrival could not have been more perfectly timed, since she urgently needed to consult you on a matter of vital importance. Meeting a third person – once it was Lord Attenborough, outside the Tate Gallery – she would introduce them to you as if it was you who were the famous person she was showing off.

One of her devices was to grab your face with a meaty hand and smooch you ferociously, even – especially – if you were on the phone. Then she would stroll away, pausing to throw back, ‘I’ve got flu!’ She did this to a lot of men.)
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We moved to Hull in 1950. Dad published his first book, on Auden, the following year, and in 1956 we went to the United States, to spend a year at the University of Rochester, New York. In the years leading up to this Dad wrote his most famous book, The Uses of Literacy. He was putting the final touches to it in the months before we went to America, when the publishers, Chatto & Windus, sent the manuscript to a libel lawyer. One of the central sections of the book was an attack on tabloid newspapers and pulp fiction, illustrated by extracts from real books, magazines and papers. It seems almost inconceivable now, but the lawyer warned that if the writers quoted were to sue, they might win up to a million pounds – a substantial sum today, an almost unimaginable amount then. The idea that someone might have gone to court to defend the quality of writing along the lines of: ‘I watched her brains splatter on the wall. I figured I owed myself a drink …’ seems grotesque, but at the time Chatto unsurprisingly decided not to take the risk.

There was only one thing for it. Dad had to invent examples of the kind of thing he was criticizing, which he did with speed, relish and inventiveness. The lawyer was satisfied, and Dad could sail to New York knowing the book was going ahead smoothly.

The incident had a curious afterlife. Dad greatly enjoyed creating these fictional fictions and one of the crime novels he invented was called Death Cab for Cutie. Someone in the Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band, the comedy rock group, must have read the book, been attracted by it, and wrote a deliberately awful song with the same title. The chorus, sung in a morose mumble, was ‘Death-cab for Cutie / Death-cab for Cutie / Someone’s gonna make you pay your fare.’ You can see the band perform it in a strip club during the Beatles’ television show Magical Mystery Tour, an undistinguished film now largely remembered for John Lennon’s ‘I Am the Walrus’. Then a west coast American band that was looking for a name seized on it, and they became a cult success, touring the UK as well as the States. They were for a spell the favourite group of our son, also called Richard Hoggart. In such ways do jokes trickle down the generations.
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We came back from America in the summer of 1957 to discover that the book had not only been published without attracting a writ for libel, but had received considerable acclaim. In a small way, Dad had become famous – or at any rate was asked occasionally to appear on television which in those days amounted to the same thing. It’s hard to remember now when there are scores of channels available, most of them broadcasting twenty-four hours, that appearing on TV was an astounding brush with fame. There were only two channels – ITV had started two years before, and there was no daytime television at all, only the test card.

He appeared on a high-minded BBC (there was no BBC 2) religious programme one Sunday evening, talking to schoolchildren. The whole neighbourhood came into our living room to watch, not because they didn’t have televisions themselves, but because the very fact that someone they knew was on TV was a great communal event, a sort of indoor street party.
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The book (it was originally called The Abuses of Literacy, but Dad thought that sounded off-putting) went on selling and selling. It became an A-level set text which helped the family finances, though probably made it disliked by a whole generation of young persons. But even now my brother and sister and I meet readers for whom the book bulked hugely in their lives, often highly intelligent people from working-class backgrounds: ‘It was my story’; ‘I didn’t realize there were others like me’; ‘It was a perfect description of the world I came from.’ Tony Warren, who invented Coronation Street at the age of twenty-three, told Dad that he inspired him to believe that the lives of ordinary working-class people could be as rich and fascinating as anyone else’s. The first episode was transmitted in late 1960.
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That was the year the Lady Chatterley’s Lover trial was held. The Uses of Literacy had been out for three years, and had caught the attention of Sir Allen Lane, the founder of Penguin Books, who published it in paperback. Lane thought that Dad would be a good addition to the galère of witnesses – academics, politicians, and various bien pensants – who were to give evidence in the book’s favour. I am sometimes doubtful whether the trial, and Penguin’s acquittal on a charge of publishing an obscene article, really was a turning point in British society as Philip Larkin implied in his poem ‘Annus Mirabilis’: ‘Sexual intercourse began / In nineteen sixty-three / (which was rather late for me) / Between the end of the Chatterley ban / and the Beatles’ first LP.’ Still, it certainly symbolized a change, and the BBC in particular returns to the topic over and over again.

I was fourteen at the time of the trial, and had not even read the book, though I made up for that omission very quickly, and long before I read another word by D.H. Lawrence. Naturally the family followed the reports in the papers very closely. We could not know that the trial had, in effect, ended almost as soon as it had begun. The prosecuting counsel, Mervyn Griffith-Jones, had been deeply shocked by the book and genuinely appalled at the idea of it being generally available. In his opening speech to the jury he spoke at length about its iniquity, then suddenly and catastrophically added, ‘Is this a book you would wish your wife or servants to read?’ Even then the idea that a man should determine his wife’s choice of reading seemed hopelessly dated, and as for the idea that the jury might have servants … The prosecution case never recovered.

Forty-odd years later I met Griffith-Jones’s son, an extremely amiable Church of England minister, who told me that his father always wrote his opening and closing speeches with immense care, and read them out to juries verbatim. On this occasion he thought the speech was going so well that he could risk an ad lib, with, for him, terrible consequences. If he had not said those words, would the jury have convicted? And would the permissive society have simply failed to occur? I am pretty sure the answer to both questions is no, but it’s an intriguing thought.
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Dad had paid close attention to the evidence of the other defence witnesses (it cannot have helped the prosecution case that they called nobody at all, possibly because they couldn’t find anyone, or perhaps because they felt that the book was so disgusting that no jury could rule in its favour and that therefore they needn’t bother). He had noticed the way Griffith-Jones tended to bully the witnesses, who were largely academics and used to the kind of ‘on the one hand, on the other’ arguments you get at universities. (Roy Jenkins, then a backbench Labour MP, gave some of the briefest and most effective evidence. It was his private member’s bill that had become the Obscene Publications Act, under whose provisions Penguin Books were being prosecuted. He was asked if he was indeed the private member behind the bill, and replied, ‘Yes, and if I had thought for one minute that—’ He was quickly interrupted, since in a British court it is only the wording of the act, not the presumed intentions of the legislators, that is deemed relevant. But the point had been made: the man behind the act did not dream that it could have covered Lady Chatterley’s Lover.)

Dad decided that, come what may, he would not back down from anything he said. Hence his claim that Lady Chatterley’s Lover was ‘puritanical’, in the sense that Lawrence demanded complete respect for one’s conscience. This caused Mr Griffith-Jones to come close to an explosion, and one can see why. One doubts that, for example, the Pilgrim Fathers would have approved of Constance and Mellors’s behaviour, even if a certain amount went on anyway. Of the innumerable headlines about the trial, the one that stuck in my mind was ‘Lady C “puritanical” says the potty prof’. I had mixed feelings about this kind of thing. Nobody wants to see their much loved father described as ‘potty’ in the public prints. But it briefly won me more prestige at my grammar school in Leicester than any number of tries for the First XV might have brought.
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At one point, Dad talked about the ‘reverence’ shown by Lawrence. Once again, Mr Griffith-Jones came close to spontaneous combustion. ‘Reverence! Reverence?’ he demanded. ‘Reverence for the weight of a man’s balls?’ As for the word ‘fuck’, which Mellors uses tenderly, and purely to mean ‘make love’, Dad pointed out that he had heard the word used in a different sense several times as he passed a building site on his way to the trial. Whether the court liked it or not, it was certainly in common usage.

After the victory, Penguin and the defence team heaved a sigh of relief: Griffith-Jones had not noticed one passage which at least implies that the couple are having anal intercourse. That might have been harder to explain. (Though of course these days magazines offer young women careful and sympathetic instruction in anal sex. I would love to have seen Mervyn Griffith-Jones leafing through a contemporary edition of Cosmopolitan and contemplating ‘Twelve ways to drive him wild in bed!’.)
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The after-effects of the trial continued. Dad was asked to write the introduction to the first legal edition of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, for which he was paid a flat fee of £50. When the book went on to sell three million copies, he became slightly aggrieved, or at least rueful, that the sum had been so small. His children had to point out to him that of the three million purchasers, not one had bought it for the introduction.
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Now and again the BBC revives the trial. In one of these films, in 1980, Dad was depicted wearing a sort of mud-coloured sleeveless pullover, which caused him some annoyance. That was, he thought, the type of dreary, cheap garment BBC producers imagined that provincial lecturers wore in the early 1960s. Things looked up in 2006. The corporation got Andrew Davies, a screenplay writer who could work sex into the Morris Marina owner’s handbook, to create a drama around the trial. Presumably they felt that there was not enough sex in it already. Davies imagined an affair between two members of the jury, who faintly echoed the characters in the book: an upper-class woman, and a young, recently married and very timid clerk, played by Rafe Spall. The idea was that there would be lots of flesh, plenty of bonking, and revealing discussions of the trial in bed.

Dad was played by David Tennant, who was fairly well known already, but had yet to reach the level of fame that meant that it was possibly illegal for any BBC drama not to include him in the cast. (The Daily Mail worked out that in the three weeks over Christmas 2009, and including repeats, he had appeared in seventy-five BBC radio and TV programmes.) My wife and I were invited to watch him spend a day filming Dad’s evidence, at the old Kingston Crown Court, a building that often serves as the Old Bailey. He had done his homework immaculately. He had a picture of Dad on his mobile phone. He had studied every picture he could find from the time – including one that clearly showed Dad in a mud-coloured sleeveless pullover. He had somehow found old TV interviews, so he could get the accent and speech inflections right. He was charming, and very anxious for us to approve his performance. I said he had got pretty well everything right, except that Dad had never worn long sideburns.

‘Ah,’ he said ruefully, in his normal Scottish accent, which you only occasionally hear on air these days, ‘I had to get special permission to leave the set of Doctor Who for a day, and if I had shaved them off they wouldn’t have grown back in time.’

I thought that was an extraordinarily modern form of fame – to be played by an actor who has gone to immense trouble to get everything right, but topped off with Doctor Who’s face furniture.
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Very occasionally, famous people would visit. Between 1960 and 1962 Dad was a member of the Pilkington Committee on Broadcasting. Other members included Joyce Grenfell, who became a lifelong friend, and Billy Wright, the footballer, who had played for England 105 times, and had captained the team 90 times. Now and again the committee would visit members’ homes for their discussions, and in due course our turn came. The neighbourhood, or at least the young males, were in a state of fevered excitement. The great man had agreed, very willingly, to play football with us in the garden. We crammed in as many friends as we could. But he got it wrong. One of us would tackle him, always successfully, and he would say, ‘Got me that time! You’re too good for me!’ He was being kind; he thought we wanted to be able to boast that we had beaten Billy Wright. But we knew he was faking it. What we really wanted was a demonstration of his skills.
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Joyce Grenfell was one of the kindest people I have ever met. Her eyes seemed to dance with warmth and enthusiasm. As Clive James records in his rightly adoring memoir of her, once she was your friend she was your friend for life. She was one of those people constantly on the lookout for treats and favours she could bring to people. For example, Leicester City, the team both I and my brother supported, reached the Cup Final for one of their rare, and always doomed, attempts to win the Cup, at a time when this was much more important than the First Division Championship. Joyce had been coming to stay with us, and on the way she got into a minor accident with a man who turned out to be a trainer at West Bromwich Albion. He didn’t want to lose his no-claims bonus, but would Joyce like two tickets for the Cup Final? Naturally she agreed, and handed them straight over to us.

She and her husband Reggie came to a party we threw for both our parents at their house in Farnham, Surrey. It was summer and we had planned on holding it in the garden, but it rained, so everyone was crammed indoors. I can still see Joyce sitting on the arm of a sofa, doing her act, the guests all in a trance of delight.
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The visit of W.H. Auden was anticipated with nerves, excitement and planning that was, perhaps, not quite careful enough. Dad was a huge admirer of the poet, which was why his first book – Auden had written at length to say he liked it – had been about him. Dad nominated him for an honorary degree at Birmingham University, where he then worked. Auden had been partly raised in Birmingham and said he would be delighted to come. Could he stay for a few days? It was customary for the nominator to put up the honorary graduand, and though most would stay for just one night, my parents were very pleased to host a longer visit. It was the end of the academic year, and the weather was sunny and warm. We had expected that he would want to spend much of his time revisiting places he knew in and around the city, but he preferred to sit in a deckchair in the garden, reading and chain-smoking Lucky Strikes.

[image: image]

On the first evening my parents had invited a smallish group of friends and colleagues round to meet the great man. I was put in charge of drinks. Just before they arrived, he bustled into the kitchen and asked if I knew how to make a dry martini. I said I thought I did. ‘Probably not the way I like them,’ he said, and showed me how he did like them. He rummaged round the cupboards and found a three-pint jug. Into this he poured an entire bottle of gin. He added a whole lemon, sliced, then a tray of ice. (Already in America people kept vast quantities of ice in their freezers; that tray was all we had.) He then finished off the drink with a single capful of dry vermouth, took it into the sitting room, arranged a small table in front of the comfiest chair, placed the jug on it and held court. He finished the martini when the last guests left.
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Then it was time for dinner. In those days people drank a lot less, mainly because they had less money. There was a residual fear of drink, too. These days we fret about young people drinking too much, but in earlier decades the terror was of the breadwinner spending the family’s money on booze. My parents were far from tight-fisted, but would have thought a bottle of wine quite adequate for three people at dinner, and a bottle of wine is what they served. It was probably the only bottle in the house. (We did have beer delivered. The Davenport’s man came every Friday with a dozen one-pint bottles for Dad, and a stone flagon of ginger beer for the children.) Auden kept himself well topped up, then when the bottle was empty, simply reached across the table and took Dad’s glass. When he had finished that, he announced that he was going to bed, and took Mum’s glass with him. He must have slept pretty well on a bottle of gin, four glasses of wine, and a capful of vermouth.
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I had been worried that he might demand to know what I thought of his poetry, which, since I hadn’t read any, would have been quite a facer. Luckily he had no wish to discuss his work at all. Instead he wanted to talk about food mixers, the Kenwood Chef in particular. According to him this was a wonderful machine, and he couldn’t imagine how my mother got by in the kitchen without one. She should buy a Kenwood Chef immediately – it would transform her life. I recall the family being slightly baffled, even disappointed, by this encomium. It was like one of those imaginary ‘who would come to your dream dinner party?’ columns that appear in the newspaper, and all Shakespeare had wanted to talk about was house prices and why they were perpetually digging up the M40.

Later Auden talked about drugs. He and his partner, Chester, had read a great deal about LSD and had decided they ought, in a spirit of enquiry, to try it. So they had invited a doctor friend round to their apartment in New York one morning. He was to inject them with the drug, and stay to observe what happened. After some time, nothing had happened, so the doctor left, and the two men went to the local diner for lunch. There Auden suddenly saw the spectacle of his mailman doing a dance in the street, a wild, uncoordinated fandango, quite unlike any he had seen. Clearly the drug had taken effect, so they hurried home.

Next day the mailman knocked on their door. ‘What’s with you, Mr Auden?’ he had asked. ‘I had a package for you yesterday. I saw you in the diner and I jumped around in the street so you’d see me, but you looked right through me …’
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The last day of his stay was a Sunday. I was first up from our family, and came downstairs to find Auden on the sitting-room sofa, with a piece of greaseproof baking paper that he had clipped to the Observer Everyman crossword. He was tracing out the grid so that he could do the puzzle without spoiling it for anyone else. It was a touching gesture. He finished it, and left soon afterwards.
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A year or so later J.B. Priestley came to stay, for the same reason, but for a shorter time. The local Birmingham BBC station sent a reporter round, a young woman who was in training. Priestley had established himself in a vast armchair, and was vast himself, so it was not easy to see where the armchair ended and the writer began. He gave an interesting interview at some length and, deeply grateful, the reporter disappeared. Then half an hour later she phoned in tears to say that she had failed to make the machine work. Could he … ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘you come here again.’ And he gave the same interview. It would be silly to say that the world is divided into nice people and self-important people – most of us hover between the two – but it was good to see that he was firmly on the nice side. Though it would have been a touch hypocritical for him to refuse: An Inspector Calls is entirely about a young woman whose life is destroyed by the viciousness of people more powerful than her.
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In 1970 Mum and Dad went to Paris, where Dad had accepted a job as an assistant director-general for UNESCO, the United Nations cultural organization, which devoted some of its time to preserving world culture, for example Venice, Angkor Wat, and recordings of folk music from around the globe, and most of its time to bureaucratic in-fighting. Dad would come back with elaborate tales of how such and such a factotum had arranged things so as to frustrate another factotum, or how one country was digging in its heels because of a quite trivial slight imposed on it by another country. Now and again, nations would pull out, generally resentful communist nations, so the delegate would be sent to protest and announce his withdrawal. The Chinese, for example, became tremendously upset when an LP of Tibetan music included sleeve notes describing Tibet as a ‘country’. It was not a country, it was a province of China. Sometimes officials withdrawn from Paris to return to their own cheerless and impoverished capital would break down in tears.
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I was already working for the Guardian but would visit my parents in Paris whenever this was possible. Dad had a generous salary, beefed up for everyone to make it possible to attract Americans. He and Mum decided that they would pay for their children to visit at any time. So we did. I learned a certain amount about France in that time. For example, there was a restaurant a short walk from their apartment. It was called Le Lloyd’s, because a nearby building had been the Paris office occupied by Lloyd’s of London. It looked beguiling inside, all warm oak panelling, and souvenirs that the owner had brought home from years of foreign travel. But every time my parents looked in and asked for a table they would be turned away, courteously but firmly. ‘Désolé,’ they would say, ‘nous sommes tout à fait complets.’ But they weren’t. There would be perhaps two tables occupied.

Dad explained the problem to his secretary at work. She was appalled. The solution was simple. She phoned the restaurant and in a voice radiating the grandeur that only someone who works for a magnifico can produce, declared that she was calling on behalf of an assistant director-general of UNESCO, who commanded a table for that evening. Miraculously a table was free, and from that moment on there was much bowing and scraping when they visited. It is not only the British who adore their class system.
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The director-general of UNESCO was M. René Maheu, an énarque who, though just as unknown in France as he was in the rest of the world, carried with him all the style, grandeur and selfish self-assurance of those mightier figures who have ruled the French state for so much of the past hundred years. This meant having several women, including his wife, with whom he did not live, but to whom he returned for care and attention whenever he was ill, his mistress, who was his official companion at formal ceremonies and on trips abroad, and various girlfriends. These were generally selected from the ranks of secretaries and assistants. Dad used to get particularly annoyed if someone in his department was sequestered to accompany the DG on a visit abroad. Once, for example, he had arrived in Dad’s office and admired a young American woman who was working for him. Colour TV had only just come to France, so he essayed a topical pick-up line. Gazing down her dress he remarked, ‘Ah! Deux chaînes. Et en couleur!’ (Two channels. And in colour!) Around this time, Dad put his foot down and refused to allow the woman to accompany Maheu to Venice, an event that led to considerable friction, as the French grandee faced off against the more puritanical Brit.

I was working in Northern Ireland at that point, and I had written a jokey sketch about Ted Heath’s surprise visit to the province. It was not entirely complimentary to our then Prime Minister, but Dad enjoyed it, and during a long meeting, pushed the clipping over to Maheu – who had perfect English, never used in public. He read the piece without any flicker of amusement, then handed it back, saying, ‘In France, your son would not be allowed to write such a thing.’ Which was true.
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In 1975 my parents returned from Paris. Dad, now fifty-seven, took a job as Warden of Goldsmiths’ College, London, where the main building is now named after him. (Years later I mentioned this to a student at Goldsmiths, who expressed puzzlement until it clicked into place. ‘Oh, the RHB,’ she said, ‘I had no idea …’ Even fame in the form of a brass plaque is fleeting.) They lived in Farnham, Surrey, for the next quarter-century. Dad was constantly working, on a book, or a talk, or an article, or marking students’ essays. I have never known a man to work so hard. (None the less he always had his study door open, and we were always welcome to go in, to ask for money, or help with a problem, or just a chat. I followed this practice in my own home, even after our son, then aged twenty months, crawled into my room, gave me a big toothy smile, and switched off my computer at the mains. I was unfamiliar with the way computers, unlike typewriters, need constant attention, and so lost a whole chapter.)

Even on Christmas Day, when he liked to be surrounded by children and grandchildren, he would bring out the battered old board he had saved from army days, and scribble notes while the shrieks, giggles and tears of children and, later, grandchildren filled the room. The board would be put away for Christmas dinner and for the Morecambe and Wise Show.
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I got a place at King’s College, Cambridge, where my stay was clearly undistinguished. When my daughter applied to the same college we carefully prepped her on her reply to the inevitable question, ‘Why did you choose King’s?’ One of her reasons was to be, ‘Because my father came here, and he said he had a wonderful education.’ One of the dons said, as if dredging up a distant memory, ‘Oh yes, your father. Is he still a teacher?’

In every first-year undergraduate’s room there was a copy of the Varsity guide, Varsity being the student newspaper. It contained a huge and bewildering list of the various clubs and societies you could join, and asked if you’d like to be a journalist. I can still remember sitting on the bed, my anxious parents having just departed, and thinking, Yes, that’ll do, for a career as well.
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All journalists need butterfly minds. If you don’t have one, you’re ill-equipped for the job. A mind that can fix on a topic to the exclusion of pretty well everything else is useful for an academic. A journalist isn’t generally interested in a subject; the question they ask is: ‘How can I make this information seem interesting to anyone?’ Easy when you’re describing an air crash, or the resignation of a Prime Minister, but much harder when you’re dealing with quotidian news, which is often much the same from one day to another.

At Cambridge there was plenty to write about. The Pill had just arrived, though it remained, with all colleges single-sex, quite difficult to find a young woman who was prepared to make use of that wonderful liberation we had all read about. There were lots of drugs around. I tried marijuana, but it gave me horrible, paranoid dreams, and I only ever tried it again, by accident, when a friend, trying to convert me, had baked it into cookies. On Varsity, the watchword was near total irresponsibility. For example, there was an American graduate student who always seemed to be annoyingly busy with some good works. He ran the Student Representation Council, which had a certain reach-me-down left-wing feel to it. (We in the Labour Club, renamed the Socialist Society, thought we were frightfully left-wing, and even handed out leaflets at factory gates, where as undergraduates we were received with ill-disguised glowering.) Once, just to annoy the American, we ran a stop press item: ‘ERNIE BRAUCH ARRESTED. Ernie Brauch said yesterday, “I have been arrested by the wonderful response to my SRC guide.”’ He threatened to sue. Some years later he was genuinely arrested, on fraud charges.

In my last year I ran for editor of Varsity but received only one vote. It was just as well; even now I would be hard put to edit the back of a cornflake packet. In the same way, competent footballers often make terrible managers.
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The sixties began late, round about 1967, and brushed us only in a marginal fashion – we wore multicoloured shirts, torn jeans and absurd neckwear. There were demonstrations to mark the visits of politicians – one of the liveliest was against Denis Healey, who was then defence secretary. But few people graduated and went on to change the world, or even devoted as long as a year to trying. We went into jobs in the media, or the law, or accountancy. Mervyn King was at my college, a year below me, so I never met him. I did encounter him in the middle of the economic crisis of 2009, and remarked that you knew you were getting old when the Governor of the Bank of England looked young. He sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but I looked an awful lot younger six months ago.’ On the whole, I’d say that if you can remember the sixties you weren’t there – or you were at Cambridge. They may have clearer recollections in Oxford, as Oxford has always been the more romantic of the two universities. Cambridge people tend to think of Oxford as a cross between a finishing school and a late-night party. Meanwhile, in the cold, damp Fens they get on with discovering gravity, or evolution, or DNA.
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People from one’s student years fade in and out of one’s life, like characters occasionally resurrected when the plot of a soap opera demands it. The novelist Salman Rushdie (q.v.) I haven’t seen for years, and neither of us would be pleased to meet the other. I bump into the playwright David Hare at election times, when he is usually employed by one of the more serious papers to give a writerly view of events. Jonathan King, the pop singer and record producer, was inescapable, driving round Cambridge in his E-type Jaguar. I have always liked Britain’s best-loved celebrity paedophile, and have some sympathy with his claims of innocence. However, he is not a father himself, and presumably has little idea of the skin-crawling horror every parent feels at the thought of their teenage son falling into the hands of an older, predatory man. I see him now, perhaps once a year, and feel awed by his ability to shuck off the recent past, to keep a personality that might have been preserved in amber.
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Now, at the time of writing, our parents are both living in a home in north London, near to my brother’s house. They are well cared for, fed, cleaned, dressed, put to bed and got up, under frequent care from trained medics, and are visited by a member of their family almost every day. But week by week they are losing their memories and, I fear, their minds. They have a great-grandson, with another baby on the way, but are only dimly aware of him. Mum once said in one of her more lucid moments, ‘I know we had a really interesting life, but now I’ve forgotten it, it might as well not have happened.’

Now and again, we bring Dad some pleasing news: The Uses of Literacy is back in print, Radio 4 has run a programme devoted to his work, an appreciative article has appeared somewhere. People, usually strangers, write fan letters, or ask for help for a thesis they are writing about him. He takes little of it in. People often say, ‘At least they are together,’ which is true, and a comfort, I suppose, but dementia is a form of separation from the whole world, including those who have been closest to you for seventy years. Seeing them both fade before our eyes has been the most miserable experience for their family and their friends.
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