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To my parents




Introduction

It is a cliché that, once we can see middle age in the rear-view mirror, we tend to fool ourselves into feeling younger than we look to other people. But it is still a shock to be hit with the evidence. It happened to me when a BBC producer curtseyed on being introduced to me, actually bobbed down briefly at the knees when we began working on a programme together.

At around the same time my cousin and old friend James Stourton, a writer and art historian, told me at the launch of another friend’s book that he had been invited to write our host’s obituary for a national newspaper. He added that he had offered to write mine too, but was told that I had ‘already been done’.

After a beat or two I decided to take this as a kind of compliment rather than an intimation of imminent mortality, but it did raise all sorts of questions that have kept tugging at the corner of my mind. What on earth had the unknown author said about me? Did I mind, given that I would never read it? Did I, indeed, mind whether or not anyone would read it, or how they would react if they did? And did this mean, crucially, that I had, in my early sixties, already done everything of interest I was going to do? Could I still manage something sufficiently exciting to provoke the obituaries editor into the expense of a rewrite?

The obituary episode came hard on the heels of an unwelcome reminder of one of those curve-balls age can throw at you: my oncologist warned me that the impact of the chemotherapy I had had a couple of years earlier was waning, and predicted that at some point in the following six months or so I would probably need more treatment. It is now seven years since I was first diagnosed, and I have got quite good at what he calls ‘living with cancer’ – which mostly means not thinking about it except when I have to. Now I had to think of it again.

Prostate cancer is, usually, slow-moving, and even when it is incurable – as mine is – it can be managed for a long time. Doctors are, of course, reluctant to be too precise in their prognosis, but the admirable consultant who treats me at London’s Royal Marsden Hospital is clear about the treatments currently available: they are all time-limited and, on the basis of what he has said, it only takes a little maths to work out where I am. It seems likely that he will be able to stretch my years to the biblical ‘three score and ten’, but I shall probably not celebrate my eightieth birthday.

The psychological impact of this knowledge is odd. It is, of course, nothing like being told that you have a very short time to live, a horror that many cancer patients face when they are diagnosed. And it is perfectly possible that the science, which seems to move forward all the time, will always stay a jump or two ahead of whatever stage of the disease I have reached, so it really does not do to be too maudlin. For the most part I plough on, enjoying both work and leisure almost as if the cancer was not there.

But the finishing line is now that bit clearer, and it will probably become more predictable as the disease progresses. That creates a tug, not unlike the one James set off, which is ever more insistent – a tug to reflect on the past, to look for some sort of sense and order in the helter-skelter life that has brought me, on the whole very happily, to this autumn day, which I am enjoying on the crest of an intoxicatingly beautiful hill at our home in south-west France.

The clincher was an encounter outside the loo of a café in Sevenoaks.

The death of the broadcaster Peter Sissons came as a real shock to many of those who had worked with him – and had been inspired by him. Seventy-seven seemed too young for someone with such a great appetite for life, and most of us had no idea he had been ill. I was touched to get an email from his agents with details of his funeral, and at London Bridge station I bumped into another old hand from my days at Independent Television News: Michael Green had worked with Peter as an industrial correspondent in the days when Britain’s trade unions dominated the news agenda.

Our train delivered us early for the funeral, and he, his wife and I took refuge from the rain in a cramped little coffee shop down the road from the church of St Nicholas. Gerald Seymour, who had escaped ITN before I arrived there by writing the bestseller Harry’s Game, pitched up too, and the reminiscing began in earnest.

The loo was on the first floor, and waiting outside was a face that seemed familiar. It looked thinner than I remembered, but the odd combination of innocence and guile struck some long-buried chord. It was not until the owner of the face came downstairs and brushed past us on his way to the door that I placed him as the home news editor during my days as a reporter on Channel 4 News in the 1980s.

‘Garron,’ I greeted him. ‘Garron Baines.’ Michael had been blessed with matinee-idol looks during his television career and, as he too recognized Garron, his face broke into one of his famously winning smiles; ‘Garbled,’ he shouted, ‘Garbled Brains,’ the memorable nickname for this inspired but sometimes bonkers figure of our past springing instantly from his lips. It was like being whooshed backwards in a time-machine: the years simply peeled away and I was, for a moment, in my twenties again. Suddenly it seemed worth expending a little effort remembering – not just worth it, in fact, but an imperative. We shall meet Garbled again later.

St Nicholas’s Church, standing solidly in its churchyard on this grey-sky funerary afternoon, is one of those pieces of Old England that have survived the encroachment of suburban modernity without losing a sense of the sacred; it seemed fitting to read in the porch that the poet John Donne had held the living and preached there for fifteen years in the early seventeenth century.

Outside the rain dripped steadily from the yew trees, and inside there were eulogies from the news presenter Angela Rippon, Stewart Purvis, Peter’s editor (and mine) in his Channel 4 News days, and, very movingly, Peter’s daughter Kate. Stewart took over Channel 4 News when its ratings were in freefall, and it looked as if it might stumble into oblivion after less than a year on the air; he reminded us of Peter’s wry comment that with so few viewers ‘it would be cheaper to ring them up and tell them the news individually’.

There were stirring hymns to revive our spirits, although I noticed that some of the senior television executives present could not quite bring themselves to bellow out the words of ‘He Who Would Valiant Be’, looked a bit queasy during ‘Jerusalem’ and, confirming their secular stereotyping, fluffed the ‘Our Father’.

Moving to the crypt afterwards for tea and sandwiches was like entering Plato’s Cave, where prisoners are forced to watch shadows of real objects projected onto a wall by a fire behind them. I followed Peter’s career pattern (though always at least two steps behind, and never achieving his dominant position in television news) from the news on ITV to Channel 4 News and then the BBC, so my fellow mourners represented every phase of my professional life; they all looked a bit fuzzier at the edges, flickering, imperfect versions of the younger selves I had known.

In the poem ‘An Arundel Tomb’, Philip Larkin describes an ancient earl and countess lying side by side in stone effigy; he notices they are holding hands, and suggests they prove ‘Our almost-instinct almost true:/What will survive of us is love.’ Quite a lot of people in the crypt after Peter Sissons’s funeral had, to my certain knowledge, hated one another in times long past – the media world is cut-throat. Looking around I also identified a few who had – at least, I strongly suspect this – once enjoyed adulterous affairs, but I do not think that is quite what Larkin had in mind.

The emotions that afternoon were gentler. As the tea urns steamed, the burble of conversation rose pleasantly in volume. Old friendships were rekindled, old jokes retold, old wars – real ones and those fought out in the office or neighbouring wine bars – remembered. On the train home, reflecting on that light-bulb moment in the Sevenoaks coffee shop, I concluded that what ought to survive of us all is simply the fun we had. Journalism is a surprisingly jolly trade, given the daily miseries that are our usual fare. And even though many of the obvious sources of pleasure that once enlivened it – like generous expense accounts and comfortable travel – are long since gone, the young producers I now work with are every bit as cheerful, resilient and idealistic as we ever were.

But as soon as I began thinking about my life I realized there were some ghosts to lay to rest in my pre-professional youth – even though going so very far back feels more like archaeology than personal history. Part of my ambition is to explore the world that made me, privileged and male-dominated as it undoubtedly was. Because my generation is slipping into history.

Quite a number of my friends and contemporaries have done well and, in some cases, become prominent in public life. Many of them are now exes – ex-ministers and MPs, ex-editors, ex-judges, ambassadors and generals, and even those of us who are still in harness have, as one put it, ‘slimmed down the portfolio’. As we edge away from the centre of things, we find ourselves caught up in battles we never imagined – about everything from words and statues to our country’s place in the world.

That is not to say we do not welcome change: I am startled by the number of old friends who have become steadily more radical as they have got older. But when I bump into sixty-something friends on my dog walks, the conversation often turns to our bewilderment with the world and the world’s bewilderment about us. It seems worth reflecting a little on who we are, and why, before we wave goodbye.

A Catholic education forms young minds in a manner it is difficult to escape from, and the old Catholic claim ‘Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you the man’, attributed to the Jesuit founder St Ignatius Loyola, reflects a reality. I was taught by Benedictines, not Jesuits, but even those school contemporaries who have emphatically rejected their former faith are distinctively Catholic in their atheism.

The natural Catholic model of autobiography is the spiritual journey, books like St Augustine’s Confessions and St John Henry Newman’s Apologia pro Vita Sua. These titles seem humble, but the books themselves are monuments to spiritual pride. Newman was not making ‘an apology’ for his own life (pro Vita Sua) in the sense of saying sorry, the word apologia in this context means something much closer to ‘manifesto’. I also find both these saints very difficult to like: Augustine’s treatment of women was shameful (he threw over a mistress to get engaged, took a new one while he waited for his eleven-year-old fiancée to reach puberty, and finally rejected all three when he found God), and Newman was famously described – by a fellow cardinal, no less – as a ‘great hater’.

But I cannot quite shake off their model: the idea that life is a journey with a moral destination is part of who I am. So I have decided to focus on what I have learnt from some of the professional passions and personal pleasures – like reporting, broadcasting, history, books and travel – that have made the ride worthwhile. And ticking away beneath the surface – mostly hidden in deference to this secular age – is a search for values.

It is more than likely that I have left out events and people who should really be here, and I apologize to anyone I offend by omission. When the broadcaster Sir John Tusa published his memoirs, I bought a copy thinking I might be mentioned, because we were, for a period, joint presenters of a BBC news programme. When I – somewhat furtively – searched the index I drew a blank: my name did not feature at all. But my wife’s did – in relation to an incident of which she had absolutely no recollection.




LEARNING




1 ∙ The olden days

The news editor of the Newcastle Journal saved his curviest curve-ball until the very last moment of the interview. ‘I hope you won’t mind me saying this’ – his tone was all mock apology – ‘but your background seems a little cosmopolitan.’

He had me bang to rights: my childhood had included homes in Lagos, Freetown, Accra, Malta, Lausanne and Geneva. In fact, with the sound nosy instincts of a good news hound, he was even more right than he realized. Every member of my immediate family could claim a different birthplace – Mauritius for my father, Hong Kong for my mother, Nigeria for me, Malta for my sister, London for one brother and Switzerland for another – but I do not think I would have mentioned that on my application form. I certainly had not talked about the sophisticated treats – like breakfast in bed in a Venetian palazzo, or peach juice and champagne on the sunny terrace of a Black Forest schloss – that had come my youthful way, thanks to my parents’ globetrotting lives and their great talent for forming friendships.

What threw me was the way the man from the Journal sneered ‘cosmopolitan’ as if it was an insult almost too vile to sully his mouth. I thought of it as a compliment, suggesting sophistication and openness to adventure. The British edition of the American magazine Cosmopolitan had been launched a few years earlier, and in the 1970s Cosmo, as we all called it, seemed the very acme of glamour. My interviewer clearly thought of the term as the worst kind of abuse.

It was a good job – part of a trainee scheme that should have led eventually to what was still known as Fleet Street – so I buckled to and talked passionately about my affection for the north-east of England (which was real). It must have convinced, as I was offered a place on the scheme (annual salary £2,900, flat share with another trainee to be arranged by the paper and an extra £10 per week on offer for good productivity). A week before I was due to head north to begin work, I was offered a better job in telly (and in London) and bailed out, which no doubt confirmed the news editor’s views about cosmopolitans.

The episode should have alerted me to a fundamental mismatch between some aspects of my upbringing and the trade I chose. One of the narratives of my life, I now see, has been a process of working out which of the values I learnt when I was young to keep, and which to judge and reject. You might – in today’s terms – call it a process of ‘awokening’.

I did not think of this process in any very conscious way until, during my time on the Today programme, the Daily Mail started referring to me as ‘posh Ed’. ‘Posh’ – like ‘cosmopolitan’ – was, when I first heard the word, a compliment, not an insult: you might, when I was a child, praise someone’s posh new tie or pen. And I think I would have been puzzled to be called posh when I was young: my father had to work for our living, and he did so mostly by running companies owned by the tobacco giant BAT in foreign parts – which was not particularly posh in the sense the word was used then or in the way it is used today.

It is, however, true that I instinctively understood the bogus but colourful etymology that holds the P-word derives from the acronym for Port Out Starboard Home, said to indicate a passenger who was, in the days of empire, rich enough to enjoy a cabin on the shady side of the ship on the passages to and from India. Because I was – and I should make this confession up front and immediately – a colonial child.

My parents met in colonial Nigeria, and what was then known as the Federation of Nigeria was still under British control when I was born in the Northumbria Nursing Home, Lagos, in 1957. And I can, just, remember life in Malta before it gained independence in 1964; the memories include lots of swimming parties on government launches and swarms of glamorous naval officers in crisp white uniforms, but not many Maltese.

I ‘confess’ this background not because I feel I must personally apologize for it – how could I, since I did not choose it? But it does fall into the category of what theologians call ‘structures of sin’ or, to use the preferred term of thinkers on the left, ‘structural evil’: being part of, and therefore influenced by, a damaging system. Both my grandfathers devoted their careers to Britain’s empire, one as a lawyer and judge, the other as a police officer. They were dutiful, able men, hardened by war (my mother’s father had been a PoW in the notorious Omori camp in Tokyo, and my father’s father lost my grandmother to a German torpedo in 1942), and both were knighted for their services to the Crown and its colonies. I was, of course, brought up to love and admire them.

Because my own parents lived abroad for so much of my childhood, I often spent half-terms and weekends out from boarding school at my paternal grandfather’s home. He was not greatly given to reminiscence, but I remember him discussing, with a lunch guest, the period when Ian Smith’s white minority regime in what was then Rhodesia – now Zimbabwe – defied Whitehall’s efforts to set a timetable for handing over power to the country’s Black majority. My grandfather, who was a senior colonial police officer during the crisis, explained that he had told the force in Rhodesia they would not be given any medals unless they promoted more Black officers. To my young mind this clearly put him on the side of the liberal angels; the sheer weirdness of two groups of white people wrestling over the future of a Black country – and using honours from a white monarch in London in their armoury – did not strike me.

My parents, of course, were a generation on from all that, but a colonial flavour lingered in the rhythms of our lives. Instead of holidays, we went ‘on leave’; in the summer months, when many people left Britain for the sun (which they often found in the very places where we lived), our family packed up and headed back to the country we were told was really ‘home’. Each year we made a pilgrimage through a network of relations scattered around the shires, and our progress always included a spell in Norfolk, thanks to a curious connection formed during my mother’s youth.

After the war her father was seconded to Haile Selassie’s court in Ethiopia, with a brief to persuade the emperor of the virtues of the British justice system. He and my grandmother judged Addis Ababa too harsh an environment for their young daughter, so my mother was, courtesy of an advertisement in the Lady magazine, despatched to share a governess with the daughters of a family she had never met.

During her years of what today we would probably call fostering, she formed a lasting attachment to the household, and our stays at the grand but echoingly dilapidated pile where she had grown up felt more like going home than any other visit on those soggy summer tours. That was partly because it was so big, more like a small village than a house and, like many traditional country homes then, somewhere that could accommodate and welcome all sorts of folk of different estates in life. There was an actual butler in residence, and he would take us on rambling walks around the park, pausing to fish for leaves in the cattle grids on the drive.

For the most part England felt like a foreign country. The past, however, did not.

Looking back with more clarity now, I realize that what marked out my childhood was not being posh or cosmopolitan: it was the belief that the past had, on the whole, been better than the future was likely to be, and that its values should be honoured. One of my father’s favourite anecdotes was about an evening when, going to kiss my sister goodnight, he found her in tears in her bed. When he enquired why, she replied, ‘Because I’ll never know what it was like to live in the olden days.’ The instinctive nostalgia this reflected, though never explicitly articulated, permeated every area of life: our understanding of family and relationships at home, religion – which loomed large – and education.

It is not quite as odd an idea as it now seems. Most early Europeans would have thought that way, certainly until the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, and a properly conservative respect for tradition and the value of institutions that have endured remains a powerful political and social force. But it was an odd training for a trade in which, as one of my first editors put it, ‘today-ness has impact’, and which is driven by fashion. The news is, by definition, new – at least, it should be.

Tradition dictated my schooling. My father had been sent to board at the Catholic prep school Avisford, so I would go too. The names of all new boys were painted in fine lettering on the oak panels of the dining room, so I could see N. J. I. Stourton listed in the roll call for 1939 even as an elderly craftsman in an apron added E. J. I. Stourton in 1966. Around ninety of us, aged between eight and thirteen, inhabited a rambling country house surrounded by Sussex countryside.

Our shared world was a very odd one, and looks ever odder as the years increase its distance. Britain in the 1960s was galloping forward to modernity, shaking off the chill of post-war austerity, while we prep-school boys were being deliberately propelled in the opposite direction, back to a pre-war version of Britishness, which was fading fast outside the school gates.

The transition was brutal. I arrived halfway through a school year, so my companions in the junior dormitory had already become friends. They chatted away merrily after ‘lights out’ and I did my best to join in. Suddenly the door burst open to reveal the tall and terrifying figure of our dormitory monitor. ‘Who was talking?’ he demanded.

Having been brought up in a home where telling the truth was good policy, I cheerfully responded, ‘I was, and so was everyone else,’ thus simultaneously admitting to breaking an iron school rule – no talking after lights out – and the even more sacred code of omertà, which made ‘sneaking’ on your fellow inmates the greatest crime of all.

Being institutionalized made us natural conservatives: we very quickly accepted the rules, both the discipline imposed by the school and the more informal honour codes dreamt up by the boys – and seldom questioned them. ‘Blubbing’ was frowned upon, so after a few days of misery I gave up crying. As my parents were living abroad at the time, there seemed little prospect of rescue. After about a week, prep-school life came to seem entirely natural and hugely enjoyable.

At least, that is how I now remember it. My letters home, scribbled and sometimes barely legible bulletins, which were, touchingly, filed by my father (preserving personal archives is another aspect of minding about the past), suggest that settling-in was possible partly thanks to a nimble ability to adjust my identity. The early letters are signed ‘Love Edward’, but the use of first names was discouraged during term time. Quite soon I began to sign my letters home ‘Love from E. Stourton’, or simply ‘E. Stourton’. One ends like this:


Today there is a first eleven match against Bishop Sutton and Balcombe Place. I hope you are well. Love Stourton.



The terrifying dormitory monitor was known as Jennings 1 – he is now rather better known as Luke Jennings, the author of Codename Villanelle, the collection of novellas that gave the BBC its Killing Eve series. He was also the headmaster’s eldest son, which made him even more terrifying.fn1

The headmaster, Michael Jennings – or MJ, as he was universally known – took his Catholicism very seriously, and Jennings 1 was the first of eleven children, most of whom went through the school, so at any given time it was likely that a significant proportion of the pupils were members of the headmasterly family. This might have turned them into regimented clones, but it produced quite the opposite effect: Jenningses have continued to drop in and out of my life ever since, and they are the most individualistic breed you can imagine. Their professions have included stone-cutting, ballet dancing, soldiering in the French Foreign Legion, writing history and interpreting at the UN.

Jennings 4, my contemporary, remains a close friend and tells me that being part of this vast Catholic family meant they had to strive to stand out among their siblings. Martin became a distinguished public sculptor, and created the wonderfully wiry and alert bronze George Orwell who stands outside the BBC’s New Broadcasting House. It is thanks to him that all BBC bosses must walk past Orwell’s great dictum on free speech when they arrive at work each morning: the words ‘If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear’ are chiselled into the wall of the building.

MJ himself was a war hero who had won an MC in the Netherlands in 1944, and he had been horribly burnt trying to rescue his men from a stricken tank. The great wartime plastic surgeon Sir Archibald McIndoe had done his best to rebuild his face, but the narrow nose and permanently discoloured skin were, at first sight – especially to a young boy away from home for the first time – alarming. His hands had been badly damaged too, the fingers permanently retracted against his palms like claws, and he had a habit, especially when in a rage, of beating the palm of his left hand with the back of his right.

This gesture – much imitated by us boys – would often be accompanied by a tirade against some ‘little pill’ (as in ‘pillock’), his favourite term for a tiresome boy. And it would, in extreme circumstances, be followed by ‘the swish’, a series of swipes delivered to a bent, usually pyjama-clad bottom with a gym shoe or slipper.

If this description makes him sound like a Dickensian monster it is misleading. MJ was indeed eccentric and irascible, but we quite quickly got used to his appearance – just as we accepted so many other unusual facets of prep-school life – and instinctively understood that he minded very much about our welfare, ‘little pills’ though we may have been. He had a zero-tolerance policy on bullying, and MJ was most emphatically not – it seems necessary now to make this explicit about any prep-school headmaster, especially a Catholic one – a paedophile.

He was, however, ever on the alert for signs that the insidious sixties counterculture might be seeping into the school, and would inspect and censor the books we brought home from the holidays. One of the most intense controversies that exercised him surrounded what he called ‘Chelsea boots’: some parents began to send their boys back to school with slip-on shoes instead of the brogues we were supposed to wear to mass on Sundays, and MJ seemed to regard this solecism as a step towards decadence akin to the Sack of Rome. At the same time he was extremely indulgent about the more old-fashioned pastimes that little boys enjoy when they are allowed to run wild in their natural habitat.

The land around the house had, like most English country-house parks, been planted out with a magnificent collection of trees, many of which had grown to great heights in their maturity. We were allowed to climb almost all of them without any form of supervision. One, a deodar, stood a mighty eighty-foot tall just across the lawn from the main building, and its thick canopy of branches made for easy climbing. At the top there was a natural chair, and when you reached the summit you could swing wildly back and forth while gripping the branches that formed the arms around it – bellowing out, if you so wished, ‘The British Grenadiers’ or one of the other hearty songs we were taught in singing lessons.

My letters home also reported a certain amount of violence. Many of them mention having had ‘a super fight’, these duels variously taking place in the Bamboo Jungle, the Ha-Ha or what was known as the Icehouse, the ruined remains of an eighteenth-century form of fridge in the grounds.

I wrote a piece in the Swallow, the school magazine, describing a pillow fight in the dormitory known as the ‘Palace’ – it had once been a ballroom – which culminated in multiple injuries when the chandelier was brought crashing down from the ceiling; I had one boy rolling out of bed to escape the impact but ‘even as he did so a fragment of glass caught him between the shoulder blades, and he flopped to the floor with a shriek’. This was, of course, imaginary, but there is enough relish in the reportage to suggest the riotous pillow fight had at least some basis in reality.

In the anti-utilitarian manner characteristic of most private schools at the time, bright boys at Avisford were made to give up geography at the age of ten to give them time to learn Ancient Greek as well as Latin. The classics master, Mr Cornwall, was a Mr Chips-like character, eternally sporting baggy grey flannels, and varying his jacket according to the seasons – heavy tweed in winter, fawn linen, much darned, in the summer.

How much of his eccentricity was affected I cannot now be sure. He made a great show of taking pleasure in conversations with the cows that were grazed in the fields on the way to the cricket pitches, and had a stock of truly dreadful donnish jokes. ‘Have you heard the one about the bishop who posed the theological conundrum “What does the Devil do if he loses his tail?”,’ he would chuckle, ‘and shocked his Oxford audience by suggesting Satan would go to the pub. Why? “Because pubs are where noxious spirits are retailed.”’

His rigour in Latin and Greek was utterly unforgiving. He taught us (another hallmark of an English private education then) to be snobbish about minutiae that would have meant nothing at all to the vast bulk of humanity – and belonged, indeed, to fields of knowledge that had, for most of the world, long since slipped over the rim of history.

In ‘Golden Latin’, for example, the sort written by Cicero and Co., ‘it is impossible’ was rendered as ‘fieri non potest’, literally ‘this cannot be’. To use the more obvious translation of ‘impossibile est’ is the sort of thing a medieval Latinist might have done, and would be – according to the Cornwallian ethic – the grammatical and stylistic equivalent of a mortal sin. This I learnt sometime around 1968, when students not so very much older than me were tearing cobblestones off the streets of Paris, going to Woodstock and protesting against the Vietnam War.

The fastidious academic standards expected by Mr Cornwall and his colleagues co-existed with some very boisterous reading habits. The favourite forms of entertainment – there being no television or radio – were comics, like Beano and the Dandy, and what were known as ‘trash mags’, adventure picture books that told heroic Second World War stories. The latter were traded like a barter currency, sometimes swapped for prize conkers.

Many of them were part of a series called War Picture Library, which cleverly set fictional military adventures against the backdrop of real Second World War episodes, and they relied heavily on national stereotyping: trash mags were full of square-jawed Germans shouting ‘Die, Britisher Pig Dogs’ as they hurled grenades at the British lines, this usually followed, a page or two later, with curses of ‘Donner und Blitzen’ as the brave Brits fought back.

One senior Conservative of my generation admitted to me over lunch that his view of the Brexit debate was coloured by his early trash-mag addiction. It seems inconceivable that young boys would be allowed to read this kind of material today, but we, after all, had a headmaster who had nearly lost his life fighting the Nazis, and the mags themselves were often written and illustrated by people who had served in action during the Second World War.

And the war, which was only a little over two decades in the past, loomed very large in our imaginations. The list of films screened in the gym by way of Sunday-afternoon entertainment consisted largely of classics like Reach for the Sky (the story of the ace fighter pilot Douglas Bader) and The Great Escape. There were lectures with titles like ‘Operation Chariot: the raid on St Nazaire’, and one boy, James 2, enjoyed a certain status because his father had escaped from a German prisoner-of-war camp disguised as a Bulgarian naval officer called Lieutenant Ivan Bagerov – which, he told us to our wicked delight, was pronounced ‘bugger-off’.

There was a brief eruption of glamour into school life with the arrival of an assistant master called Robert Nairac. He swept up the gravel drive in front of MJ’s office in an open-topped 1930s Austin 7, painted British Racing Green, and on the front seat next to him was a cage containing a kestrel. This he attached to a long leash pinioned to the front lawn, and on those long Sussex summer evenings he would allow us to join him when his raptor took him hunting.

He was dark-haired, strikingly good-looking and stylishly dressed in well-cut tweeds, and was soon observed stealing a kiss from Miss Burt, the senior matron with creamy English-rose looks, over the toaster at the staff breakfast table. Mr Nairac was in his gap year before Oxford, so he can only have been eighteen or nineteen, but he seemed to us to belong to a different order of being.

He was a keen boxer (at Oxford he would revive the sport), and he trained us in the gym that had been kitted out in the old stable block at the back of the school. One afternoon he instructed me to hit him as hard as I could on his chin, jutting it towards me to goad me on. I was an obedient boy, large and strong for my age, so I knocked him out cold. There was a beat or two while the boxing class wondered what to do – school regulations covered most eventualities, but not decking one of the masters on his own instruction – before Nairac bounced off the canvas and congratulated me.

Robert Nairac became famous by association as the owner of the star of the Ken Loach film Kes – the bird, that is, not the young actor David Bradley – which he kept in his Oxford rooms. He later acquired an altogether grimmer celebrity when, while serving as an intelligence officer in Northern Ireland in 1977, he was abducted from a pub, brutally interrogated by the IRA in a field and killed. His body was never recovered.

Nairac was perhaps the most extreme example of Cavalier romanticism we encountered, but there was a powerful cult of eccentricity in this strange world, and it was often tangled up with the ideal of military service. MJ’s father, CJ, or Old Major Jennings, who had been my father’s headmaster in the 1930s, had survived the Western Front during the First World War and run the local Home Guard in the Second. Of a great age by the time I arrived at the school but remarkably fit – he took pride in touching his toes – he made a late-life hobby of behaving badly. We were awestruck with admiration when word went round that at the age of ninety-five he had, on some whim, answered an ad for a doctor’s receptionist’s job in Harley Street, faked some references and turned up for interview.

The cult of martyrdom was strong too. Most of the dormitories were named after men who had died horrible deaths for their faith in Tudor Britain – I slept in More (after Sir Thomas, who was beheaded), Campion (Father Edmund, who was racked in the Tower of London, then hanged, drawn and quartered at Tyburn), and Fisher (for Bishop John, beheaded in his late sixties). Only much later, when I saw posters of suicide bombers hailed as martyrs in the Palestinian cause in the streets of Gaza and the West Bank, did I realize how dangerous a death-addiction could be.




2 ∙ Enveloped in mist

If Avisford took its pupils back to a pre-war Britain, Ampleforth – to which I was next despatched, again in obedience to tradition, again following in my father’s footsteps – was an altogether more epic reverse time-journey. The basic rhythms of community life went right back to the sixth century, when St Benedict wrote his monastic rule amid the dying embers of the Roman Empire. The 1957 prospectus – parents were expected to put down their boys for a place at birth, and I assume that is why there is a copy of this in my father’s files – made great play of the institution’s roots in history.

‘The school,’ it stated, ‘may fairly claim a heritage as old as any in the country, for it traces its origins to St Edward the Confessor.’ This somewhat tenuous connection was based on the fact that after Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries, the last surviving monk of Westminster, one Sigbert Buckley, passed on the ‘corporate succession of the Royal Abbey’ to a new Benedictine community, which was founded in France in 1608. ‘Expelled from France at the time of the Revolution,’ the document continued grandiloquently, ‘the community after some years of wandering settled at Ampleforth in 1802. Thus the present school inherits through Westminster and Dieulouard an ancient English tradition, and the ideal of Christian education in the liberal arts, which had been fostered and preserved by the monasteries, still inspires its work.’

This claim that the school was not some Johnny-come-lately Victorian foundation was partly rooted in snobbery – a two-fingered salute to Eton – but it was also a shot in what today we would call History Wars: the Catholic establishment of the late twentieth century fought hard to have its version of British history remembered, just as Black Britons do today. And the way the school was sold was clearly bringing in the punters: the prospectus ends with the instruction that a registration fee of three guineas would be payable when a boy’s name was moved from the ‘Provisional Waiting List’ to the ‘Waiting List’.

I quite quickly discovered that my own family had a dog in this fight.

The list of former heads of school displayed in the Big Passage, an echoing thoroughfare at the heart of the main complex of Victorian buildings, included one ‘Hon. Edward Plantagenet Joseph Corbally Stourton’, and there was a Stourton shield among the armorial bearings that adorned the library.

One of the most surreal moments in my broadcasting career came when the Labour grandee John Prescott whipped round and, in the middle of a Today interview about social class with my colleague Evan Davis, attacked me, live on air, with the words ‘He’s descended from nineteen barons’ – a fact he can only have picked up from my Wiki page. Lots of us are descended from barons, and it would have taken a nuclear-holocaust-scale elimination of my relations for me to become one.

The fact that the Wiki contributor had thought this worth a mention reflected one of the oddities of English Catholic culture: families that remained true to the old faith at the Reformation – ‘recusants’, as they were known, because they refused to accept the penal religious laws imposed by the Tudors – huddled together for mutual support. Men and women with the same surnames kept marrying each other for centuries, so even those who, like us, were only distantly related to the real grandees – ‘collateral branches’ of the family tree, as genealogists like to say – were kept within a tribal ‘cousinage’.

This nurtured the strange idea that holiness and heraldic quarterings go hand in hand. It was very obviously untrue but, like the martyrdom cult, it had real imaginative power. In the year I arrived at Ampleforth, Pope Paul VI canonized a Tudor-era group known as the ‘Forty Martyrs’, which meant that I could count a saint or two among my ancestors.

The cousinage was well represented among the boys, and when one member, a little older than me, was busted for being drunk, I reported in my diary that he had been found ‘wandering around the galleries [the sixth form floors] firing an imaginary submachine gun and reciting the Stourton family tree’. The miscreant (not, I should add for friendship’s sake, the sober and scholarly James Stourton) was on duty as a server at High Mass the following day, in charge of the incense. Halfway through the service he was discovered slumped over the altar in a side chapel, his thurible gently puffing out clouds of perfumed smoke beside him, which compounded his disgrace.

Ampleforth’s setting is surpassingly beautiful. The barrack-like buildings of the school and monastery – dominated by the bulk of the abbey church – lie along the edge of a gentle valley, which is dotted with games pitches and pavilions and surrounded by woods and lakes. An area known as the Monks’ Wood, where members of the monastery are buried, rises just above it, divided from the main buildings by a narrow lane; the bridge that spans it was built with exaggeratedly high sides in the days when Catholic clergy could not be seen on public highways in their religious dress. And immediately above the Monks’ Wood, the North Yorkshire moors begin.

So, the weather conditions are sometimes extreme. In one of my letters home I reported, ‘There is really nothing to say in this letter, I am afraid. The Valley is, as usual, enveloped in mist and nothing of any interest has happened – nor is it likely to for some time.’ And escape was difficult; another letter towards the end of term included a request for ‘35p for my bus fare to York Station’.

The isolation of our valley made it possible for the monks to control us, without undue effort, in a kind of religious and educational Petri dish, uncontaminated by the modern world to a surprising degree. The backwash of 1960s rebellion was still churning in the early 1970s, and we were teenagers, but few of us tried to smash the religious foundations on which our lives were built.

The most serious outbreak of doctrinal revolt I can recall occurred in a religious-instruction class when we challenged our teacher, Dom Henry Wansborough,fn1 about the Resurrection of the Body. In the glorious pomp of our youth we were unsettled by the idea we could be forever saddled with the sort of paunchy, balding body we might have at our deaths. What, we demanded, if we lost a leg along the way? Would we spend eternity hopping around Heaven? Father Henry (who became a very grand theologian and edited the New Jerusalem Bible) assured us that a disability becomes part of a person’s nature, and was not something to be ashamed of.

The monks lived their Benedictine life alongside us, and we absorbed their world view rather than feeling it forced upon us. In the evenings we were allowed to skip the half-hour set aside for catching up on homework if we wanted to attend Vespers in the abbey church, and High Mass on Sundays always included a choir of young boys with beautiful voices. Religion, dressed up like this, seemed strangely seductive. The monks, to their credit, encouraged us to be questioning, but there was almost no open atheism.

The gentle character of our indoctrination owed a good deal to the leadership style of the abbot, the future cardinal Dom Basil Hume. Abbots, though elected, have traditionally enjoyed near dictatorial powers over their communities, but Father Basil seemed a wise rather than autocratic figure. He had no formal position in school life – although he gave away school prizes, and we had to kneel and kiss his ring when we received them – but he was a quiet, constant presence.

A keen squash player and Newcastle United fan, he always turned out for the big school rugby matches. On summer afternoons he would potter down to the playing fields with his walking stick and offer tips on high-jump technique, ticking me off for practising the then new-fangled ‘Fosbury Flop’, rather than the ‘Western Roll’, which had been popular during his own high-jumping days in the 1930s.

For the most part we admired the monks as clever men who had made big sacrifices to lead the life they had chosen. Their vow of celibacy, we were taught, was perhaps the greatest sacrifice of all. The occasional public lapse – my youngest brother’s housemaster abandoned the monastery for his matron – was seen as reassuring evidence that the monks had healthy, natural sexual appetites. The prior left to marry the mother of boys who had given him no end of grief when he had been their housemaster, and it made the papers. Some wag noted that Father Prior had always been keen on Dante, and could thus be marked down as a dangerous romantic.

Only much later, when the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse investigated Ampleforth, did we discover that some of the monks had had appetites that were anything
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