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Foreword


Don’t be afraid to take a big step, if one is indicated. You can’t cross a chasm in two small jumps.

David Lloyd George, UK Prime Minister (1916-1922)



Practically all my life I have been mesmerised by Jonah Barrington’s achievements. Having lived an idle existence at home in Cornwall for a couple of years in his early 20s and not having played squash for nearly three years, the idea that he could will himself to win the British Open squash title was too ludicrous for anyone to take seriously at that or any other time.

Was it luck, was it the extreme training or was it perhaps some combination of latent talent, manic training routines, laser-like focus and tremendous self-belief that miraculously allowed Jonah to carry off the impossible within three years of committing to the task? I have no answer to it, and the mystery remains all the more intriguing for that.

I’m just an enthusiastic club squash player, but when I made the suggestion to Joey Barrington during the Canary Wharf Squash Classic in March 2019 that I assist with getting the three books covering Jonah’s squash career republished, both he and Jonah came on board with great enthusiasm.

♦ ♦ ♦

And it was an interesting journey. For the two books that Jonah already held the copyrights – The Book of Jonah and Murder in the Squash Court – there was the task of tracking down the original publishers, after 48 and 38 years respectively, to secure the reversionary publishing rights. The biography Jonah, whose rights we needed to negotiate back from the original authors (Ross Reyburn and Mick Emery), could have proved to be a task beyond us. Thankfully, Ross Reyburn did all the heavy lifting and enthusiastically opened the way for its republishing.

♦ ♦ ♦

Jonah Barrington’s giant leap of faith and phenomenal determination paid off handsomely with his British Open win in December 1966, the first of six over the following seven years. We can all take a lesson from that, no matter what we do in life – be it sport, business or otherwise.

My aim has been to ensure that the timeless message encapsulated in the epigraph above, and manifested in Jonah’s achievements, continues to resonate, and that these books, which capture this unique sporting story, remain available to all current and future squash players.

Thank you to Angus Kirkland, Joey Barrington, Jonah himself and Ross Reyburn for their assistance and, of course, Brian O’Kane of Oak Tree Press, publishers.

Rory Gillen

Greystones

Co. Wicklow, Ireland





1. The Living Legend

In another age, you would probably have found him leading a cavalry charge, battling across the unexplored Antarctic wastelands or destroying the Luftwaffe in a Battle of Britain Spitfire. But in the 1960s mowing down the Dervish was definitely out of fashion, few challenges remained for the explorer and there were no gentlemanly wars left to fight. So Jonah Barrington set out to become the only thing he could – a sporting hero – and the manner in which he achieved it was quite remarkable.

In the London of the 1960s, many of his contemporaries were staging a revolt against convention, creating what Time magazine described in a now-famous phrase as ‘Swinging London’. But while others of his generation were more concerned with music, parties, drinking, drugs and overturning traditional attitudes, Barrington decided to ignore the temptations of the world’s most exciting city in order to live like a Trappist monk. With a single-mindedness rare among British sportsmen, he simply decided that his future would centre on a lighted cave known as a squash court and that he would become the best squash player in the world – a remarkable ambition for a young man who had showed no outstanding sporting ability during his schooldays at Cheltenham College or later at Trinity College, Dublin.

But in a remarkable twenty-six months, Barrington was to become what one journalist described as ‘the fittest man in the world’, achieving the first step on the road to his ambition during the winter of 1966-7 by becoming the first Briton to win both the British Open and the British Amateur Championship in the same season. Guided by his Pakistani coach, Nasrullah Khan, the man who at one time was barely able to make the Cornwall county team was to win the British Open, the squash equivalent of Wimbledon, six times in seven years.

For Barrington, the son of a soldier and firm believer in genetic inheritance, squash was just another form of warfare. In his own words: ‘It may be more civilised than actual warfare but the two are nonetheless analogous. That is not to say there is no such thing as “social sport’’ – sport for fun, to make friends – but there is an enormous difference between “social sport” and high-level, professional international sport. There is no life-and-death struggle for those who play sport for fun. Sportsmen are actually militants. We are peacetime soldiers. Had I been a professional soldier like my father, I am sure I would have looked upon war as a theatre of advancement where courage and valour were always rewarded – and I would have wanted to win. Losing is shame, despair and frustration.’

Perhaps even more remarkable than Barrington’s achievements on the squash court has been his extraordinary influence on the game. Almost single-handedly he created the British squash boom in the 1970s, becoming the sport’s first superstar and raising its level from that of an obscure gentlemanly pastime to that of a sport enjoyed by more than 2,500,000 Britons. Part of Barrington’s appeal was his interesting background. The second son of an eccentric retired army officer, he was brought up in the remote parish of Morwenstow in the north-east corner of Cornwall, developing in the process an intense sporting rivalry with his elder brother, Nicholas. After attending prep school in Ireland, he led an intensely miserable existence at the English public school, Cheltenham College, suffering a nervous breakdown when he was only fourteen. Later he was to squander much of his university career in the pubs of Dublin. However, his arrival in London in 1964 produced a dramatic transformation in his lifestyle. The drinker drank no more and, after a long succession of part-time jobs, he decided, with an uncharacteristic single-mindedness, to devote all his time to his training and squash. In 1966, having amazed the sporting world by achieving the coveted British Open, the press found itself unable to resist the incongruity of this early background or his undoubted charisma and readiness to speak his mind. Thus he ensured an unprecedented amount of publicity not only for himself but also for the sport, becoming, in the process, the greatest squash evangelist of his time – and a controversial figure who aroused a considerable level of interest among the general public.

Turning professional in 1969 was a gamble in a field that had previously provided negligible financial rewards. But this all-important decision, based on ambition and resolve, was to make Barrington a wealthy man. Today he lives in an attractive Edwardian country home set in five acres of grounds near Solihull, a few miles from Birmingham, with his wife, Madeline, and their two sons, Nicholas and Jonah. The property is worth in the region of £250,000 and, with a new five-year sponsorship contract recently signed with Dunlop, together with the income from his highly popular squash clinics, he now probably earns more than £60,000 a year despite the fact that he is now over 40 and can no longer count himself among the world’s top players.

These rewards, however, are certainly no more than he deserves. In fact they could be termed small in the context of his achievements and the scale of effort involved. In other sports, for instance boxing, few resent the millions earned by top heavyweight fighters like Ali and Frazier, for these were exceptional athletes richly articulate in a dangerous language. Set against such yardsticks, how can the vastly inflated sums paid to even mediocre footballers, golfers, tennis players and cricketers possibly be justified?

After Borg had won Wimbledon for the umpteenth time, the press revealed that he had been offered a million pounds by Dunlop merely to use their tennis rackets in Europe … an offer he politely declined after a rival company offered more. Now Borg is an exceptional athlete and tennis player but certainly he would have striven no harder for his fame than did Barrington. Just one example of the imbalance existing in endorsement payments before Barrington’s astonishing impact on the world of squash is typified in his early dealings with Dunlop: ‘In 1970 I had just won the British Open for the fourth time and Dunlop wrote to me asking if I was interested in endorsing their rackets for another year. Obviously I was, but as I had just won yet another Open, and for the fourth time, I enquired of them if they might consider raising my fee from £1,000 to £2,500. Being careful to congratulate me on my recent achievement, they responded to my request, saying: “Come, come, old chap, there has to be a limit you know!”’

Can you imagine what a Wimbledon champion would have been offered even then to endorse the products of a British racket manufacturer? Squash club proprietors throughout the world who now make handsome profits, and the tennis-style troupe of touring professionals who today earn decent rewards from the sport have good reason to be grateful to Barrington. For it was his vision of a game that would one day be played by millions, followed by his instigation of a tournament squash circuit for the professionals, that has enabled them to enjoy those rewards today. Without Barrington, squash for the pros would have been like golf before Walter Hagen. They would still be teaching housewives, stringing rackets and forbidden entry to the clubhouse.

In order to fight what must sadly be a losing battle with time, Barrington continues to keep himself in top condition for his clinics and exhibition matches, even though most people may consider it beyond even his powers to make a realistic return to the competitive circuit, which has been denied him, on account of injuries, for nearly two years. But his obsessive worship of the cult of fitness continues at an age when injuries seem to come in twos and threes, and constant medical attention is necessary to keep him functioning even at a level where he can practise honourably with some of the world’s leading players.

‘Heat is what we crave, heat is what we crave,’ he repeated at a training session not so long ago. And by heat, he means heat. Visit one of the squash clubs in Birmingham he uses as a training camp and if the courts are stiflingly hot, you that Jonah is not far away. At one club he rapidly discovered how to ‘adjust’ the ‘tamperproof’ thermostat with a judicious poke or two with a long enough pen or pencil. The club, alarmed at their rapidly soaring heating bills, fitted an anti-Jonah device. But the solution was simple: he moved his training to a neighbouring club with a sauna room where he was able to warm-up for his warm-up. To this day, when the session is over, the craving for heat continues and a routine is religiously observed, whatever the weather. His training partner, Bomber Harris, collects the car and brings it to the door where Barrington will only join him once the engine is warm and the heater is operating at full blast.

A cold is a serious illness with Barrington – ’flu positively terminal. He will never venture near anyone who has a cold and, on one of those rare occasions when he himself is stricken, he refuses even to shake hands with anybody for fear of transmitting the dreaded condition.


[image: Images]

The young Cornishman – and the living legend. On the left 25-year-old Jonah Barrington practicing at the Lansdowne Club in December 1966, just before he shocked the squash world by winning the British Open for the first time. On the right, Barrington in the late ’70s after he had become the most famous squash player in the history of the game. The photographs also show how the game has changed – note how different the squash shoes are now, while the transparent back wall in the later picture didn’t exist in the mid-’60s. (F. Shepherd and F. Hermann)



Cigarettes he regards with dread and disgust. Perhaps this is understandable when you know that both his parents died from cancer. Smoking in his presence is a complete non-starter. One colleague recalls the day he wandered into a changing room to find Barrington sitting there after a heavy training session with the window wide open. The man obsessed with heat had the window open? Why? ‘It’s your friend,’ came the reply. ‘He’s been smoking. Here. In this room.’ And, added Barrington accusingly, ‘I know you’re partial to the odd cigarette, too’, happily unaware he was speaking to a 40-a-day man.

Perhaps you may be getting the impression that Barrington’s obsession with fitness approaches paranoiac proportions. Without doubt, you would be right. His attitude is typified by a story told in loud whispers throughout Midland squash circles of the time when Jonah’s wife, Madeline, was expecting their second child. The former athlete was in her early forties, a sensitive age for a woman to be having a baby. Obviously Madeline had to be more closely monitored than a younger woman and there were numerous body scans. But to everyone’s relief, all went well, and the results proved that there was no cause for concern – or was there? Jonah was left with a real and serious worry ... was he, he wondered, running the risk of being contaminated with radiation fallout from all those X-rays?

In common with many of the stories surrounding Barrington, this may sound too far-fetched to be true. But when judged by conventional standards, the man is somewhat eccentric. Nevertheless, he is also highly articulate and the theory and psychology behind both his training schedule and his lifestyle appear totally logical when explained in detail. He is also quite capable of directing his sense of humour against himself. He once referred to his ‘71st comeback’ and, on another occasion, he was so annoyed to find himself placed in what he considered to be a lowly position in the world rankings that he threatened to play on until his contemporaries passed away one by one and thus he achieved his rightful place above them!

His ‘television coaching programmes’ clearly illustrate his infectious enthusiasm. The sight of Barrington on court with a young teenager and a grey-haired veteran springs to mind: ‘Here we have young Lochinvar’, declared Jonah pointing to the young man, ‘and he is trying to trap the Ancient Mariner. The back of the court is his graveyard.’

With his best days as a player now past, his attention has turned increasingly towards coaching and the promotion of the game. In 1979, he coached the British amateur team to an amazing victory in the World Championships in Australia. David Davies, chief sports writer for The Birmingham Post, in his sports review of the year, recalled Barrington’s frustration at the fact that this achievement had not been given more publicity: ‘Late in October, the sports’ editor was on the receiving end of an enthusiastic telephonic blast from Jonah Barrington. “This blankety-blank Great British Amateur Squash team,” declared Jonah, “has blankety well won the world title against the blankety Pakistanis, and as blankety usual, no blank has reported it.” Well the Post, not daring not to, promptly did; and what pleasure it gave us, too.’ Perhaps it was just as well that the leading provincial newspaper did see fit to report the British triumph as Barrington had threatened to run naked around Birmingham’s Bull Ring Shopping Centre in order to get the publicity which he insisted was the team’s due!

More recently, Barrington has devoted more and more time to youth coaching schemes. Following his triumph with the British amateur team, it was his intention to coach the British Open squad. But finding some of the country’s leading players less than enthusiastic about his methods, he decided instead to embark on an ambitious youth coaching programme ranging down even to an Under-10 national squad. His aim? To make Britain the strongest squash nation in the world by 1990 and to produce a future British world champion. In some quarters, however, fears were expressed and a number of parents trembled at the thought of a fitness fanatic like Barrington getting his hands on their poor little kids. But the youngsters on these courses would appear to have enjoyed themselves hugely and to have suffered no permanent damage at the hands of the man they have nicknamed ‘Jaws’ and ‘Captain Beaky’.

The Jonah Barrington story is a classic example of what one man can achieve through sheer willpower. His training methods show just how much a sportsman can extract from his body. Through the repeated breaking of pain barriers, he achieved a level of fitness that, allied with his ability, has made him a sporting legend. It was Barrington who was largely instrumental in creating a totally new attitude to fitness that now sees middleaged businessmen all over the country opting out of the soft life for a few hours each week in order to chase around a squash court.

Quite what lies ahead for the game in general and Barrington in particular is difficult to predict. Squash after all has considerable limitations as a major spectator sport. But Barrington still has his own visions of the mountains he must climb. The Squash Rackets Association has put him in charge of what it considers to be an elite coaching programme, and it is his firm belief that the 1980s will produce another squash boom in this country through television and coaching programmes. In fact he does not consider that what happened in the 1970s ever constituted a major boom despite the massive impact made by the sport with relatively little media coverage. ‘What happened was just a minor explosion compared with what is to come’, he insists. It is difficult to see such a forceful personality disappearing into obscurity.





2. The Major’s Son

Quite why Major Charles Barrington chose to move to the rugged, remote parish of Morwenstow in the north-east corner of Cornwall remains something of a mystery. But in 1938 the retired army officer bought an interesting country house there, with five acres of grounds, known as Marratons. The property sat by a winding country road on a hill that dropped down into the little hamlet of Woodford, and here Major Barrington was to remain for the rest of his life, bringing up his family on a modest private income. His third child – Jonah Paul Barrington – was born on 29 April 1941 at Stratton Hospital and named after Sir Jonah Barrington, the nineteenth-century Irish politician best remembered for his book, The Irish Nation, an evocative portrait of Ireland in the early 1800s.

Jonah’s theory is that his father went to Cornwall to escape the consequences of his active membership of the British Fascist Movement at a time when the darker implications of the doctrine and Adolf Hitler’s ambitions of conquest were becoming disturbingly clear:


He was very secretive about his past but one day when I was a youngster he showed me his Fascist uniform. He also told that he was once a member of a British Fascist delegation that visited Italy. He was very impressed with the achievements of Mussolini and Hitler and the Fascist Movement.

By the time he moved to Cornwall there was quite a lot of feeling in Britain against the movement and, when war broke out, he had already gone to ground to any risk of reprisals. He was undoubtedly impressed with Hitler’s achievements, the reorganisation of Germany, the way the war machine had been resurrected and the way the Fuhrer had dealt with major problems like unemployment. But at least he had the intelligence to realise the man had started to overreach himself and that, at some point, he had to be stopped.

No doubt as a legacy of his membership of the movement my father had his own secret armoury of weapons hidden in the house. My brother handed it in to the police after his death. My father didn’t bother with licences. He had .38s, .45s and sten gun. I can remember he told me once how he had brought arms into this country from Ireland, including a revolver he had managed to smuggle through customs in a cake.
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Ready for battle. Major Charles Barrington, head of the local Home Guard, poised for action outside Marratons.



The historian, Count Nikolai Tolstoy, author of Stalin’s Secret War and Victims of Yalta, has been a lifelong friend of the Barrington family. He recalls how, after the Second World War had ended, Charles Barrington would reminisce with him about the days when he had been a supporter of the Fascist movement:


I have a feeling that he was with a rival group to Mosley’s Fascists but the moment war was declared, he went into his backyard and solemnly burnt his blackshirt and all the Fascist literature he had collected. Soon afterwards he received a letter from the Home Office appointing him head of the local Home Guard and, as such, he was able to get up to all sorts of Dad’s Army tricks, which he enjoyed hugely.

He was a very intelligent, well-read man and something of a romantic. I don’t think he had any ideological commitment to Fascism despite the fact that he had visited Italy and had many books about Italian Fascism. He also had what today would be regarded as some rather offensive Fascist stickers, the type of thing they used to put on telephone boxes. But what really appealed to him was the movement’s soldier-of-fortune element. He wasn’t at all in the mould of some people who, clutching their third brandy, snarl, ‘What this country needs is a dose of what Mussolini gave Italy’.

I once asked him what he did as an active member of the movement and he looked a bit awkward. He told me that in Carlisle – I don’t know why or when he was there – he had a Fascist cell of several hundred railway workers. ‘You must have had popular appeal,’ I remarked. ‘Whatever did you do with them?’ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we used to have damned good suppers and sing-songs.’

He also kept a number of weapons in a secret room behind his study. It wasn’t that secret really because you could see the keyhole in the bookcase. It was a tiny room full of rifles and revolvers, including a beautiful Luger with replaceable barrels, all in working order and preserved in oil in tin boxes. There were also bayonets and swords and he claimed that he had once had 80 hand grenades – presumably for the day of the great coup – but had got rid of them because he was frightened the two boys might find them and pull the pins out. He also had records of Nazi music, bought from Germany before the war – very stirring marches. Very late at night, when we would be laughing and talking, he would put these on the gramophone full blast and march around the room. Kathleen Barrington hated them and would bang on the floor trying to get her husband to take them off.
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Taking a first look at the world – young Jonah plus nanny.



A few years ago, I was browsing through a history of British Fascism and out of curiosity I looked in the index. There was the name of Charles Barrington. There was only a brief mention of him in the book, something to the effect that he was one of the most notorious leaders of Fascism in the West Country. I remember thinking that if this is history, no wonder people think it’s bunk.



For whatever reasons Major Barrington descended on Cornwall, Morwenstow was to provide a very happy home for his family. He and his second wife, Kathleen, had produced their first child, Geraldine, in 1936 when they were living in Herefordshire. Soon after their arrival in Cornwall in 1939, their first son, Nicholas, was born, followed by Jonah two years later. Jonah’s first memory is a vague recollection of being pushed by the family nanny in a pram down a country lane. He also remembers the announcement of the end of the war echoing from the radio while he was in the study with his mother. When he was about five, he recalls walking with his brother and sister to a local farm and being told that a very famous man was staying there ... the Olympic gold medallist, Harold Abrahams, whose track feats would be recaptured for millions in the 1981 award-winning film, Chariots of Fire. To Jonah, Abrahams seemed a very heavily-built man with a huge nose, but he was delighted to see the children and insisted on walking with them the two miles back to their home. Marratons itself was something of a children’s paradise. It was a comfortable, rambling house with a labyrinth of small rooms. A postbox is set into the gateway from which a long drive, flanked by a small wood, leads to the house itself. Close at hand stands a walled archway leading to the stable block. Beyond the five acres of unspoilt grounds lie open fields that run away to the tops of the tallest cliffs in Cornwall, cliffs that were once notorious for shipwrecks and smugglers. Spread over that rugged landscape to the north-east of the nearby town of Bude are the four small hamlets that comprise Morwenstow – Woodford, set a short distance down the hill from Marratons, Shop, Gooseham and Crosstown where you can find The Bush Inn and, a little further away, above an inlet, the parish church of St John the Baptist.
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Marratons, the Barrington family home in the Cornish parish of Morwenstow.



But for a quirk of fate, the philosopher Bertrand Russell might well have become the owner of Marratons instead of the Barringtons. Geraldine Barrington still has a letter from the writer Gerald Brennan after he had visited the house in the late 1930s and viewed it as a possible home on behalf of Russell and his third wife, Patricia Spence:


It is a very rambling but compact house with great character of its own. I should say it was 15th century with lots of alterations made to it. It is in excellent condition ... and has had a good deal of money spent on it to make it a gentleman’s residence. The rooms were pretty, the only disadvantage being that the lower rooms seem dark. The ceilings are rather low ... The electric light engine was a modern foolproof one and the owner said it had never given him any trouble.

The stables, garages etc ... are large buildings. The house is entirely surrounded by thick woods, orchards and hedges which must keep off the wind as well as giving a feeling of privacy … the major has not allowed any trees to be pruned for 10 years. Apple trees, fuchsias and beeches combine to form a sort of jungle which is most romantic. The house is run with one servant and one gardener. All the local tradesmen, a dozen at least, call regularly. There is a postbox at the end of the drive – one post in and one post out every day.

I jot these things as I think of them. I certainly think the house might suit you very well and strongly advise you to come and see it. By the way, the owner seems an honest man and pointed out the defects most conscientiously. … Morwena, founder of the church of Morwenstow in the sixth century, is the patron saint of Irish mathematics, apparently the little has been preserved of them ... she came here, converted the heathen and founded a school where they were taught the principles of Euclid and how to tie very complicated knots. Recently her well has dried up but I have no doubt if Bertie comes to live in her parish, it will run with water again.’



The Russells, however, never managed to see the house and so they didn’t buy it. A thick mist came down as they were trying to find it and they turned back! To this day Marratons remains unspoilt and is accessible only by negotiating a bewildering maze of narrow country lanes. Those lanes baffled at least one young man invited to visit Major and Mrs Barrington’s strikingly attractive daughter. ‘I can remember one of Geraldine’s boyfriends arriving at some unearthly hour of the night,’ recalls Jonah. ‘He had spent two hours trying to find the house and all the time he had been within a mile of the place.’ The property is still owned by the Barringtons and each morning Edna Brown, who has worked for the family since 1948, cleans the house even though it remains empty for much of the year. In the summer, certain parts may be let to guests, and two or three times a year Geraldine herself returns from London to the peace of Marratons with her husband, merchant banker Anthony Richmond-Watson, and their family.

The house has changed little since Jonah was a boy. The extension built by Major Barrington took away that darkness in those lower rooms referred to by Gerald Brennan in his letter. Perhaps the Major’s train set and vast army of toy soldiers have been sold, but his library remains intact with endless volumes about his great hero, Napoleon, and about Irish history, including Sir Jonah Barrington’s book The Irish Nation, standing on a bookshelf only a few yards away from his portrait hanging in the hall. One or two books on Fascism that presumably survived that bonfire remain – Aline Lion’s The Pedigree of Fascism and The Fascist Movement by Luigi Villari, with passages that struck the Major as important underlined in pencil. Occasionally one comes across a book such as The Inimitable Jeeves by P.G. Wodehouse, evidence that illustrates the lighter side of the retired army officer’s character. Everywhere on the ground floor are drawings and ornaments which indicate that this was the house of a military man. And a massive pre-war Aga cooker dominates the tiny kitchen where once the Barringtons assembled for their afternoon tea.

As Jonah and his elder brother, Nicholas, grew up, an intense rivalry developed between them. Jonah forever struggled to compete with the large gangling boy who proved talented both inside the classroom and on the sports field and who also had the distinct advantage of being two years older. The two boys fought endlessly, as all boys do, but fortunately the fights never developed to a serious stage because Nick was always able to control Jonah at will, either by putting his head in an armlock or simply by sitting on top of him. Throughout the year endless games of cricket or football would be played in the garden, as the dogs ran around, barking in the fun. Often village friends such as the Tape brothers, David and Tony, would join in. And when Dick Barton came on the radio, Jonah would be left frantically trying to find a way into get into the house after Nick had locked him out. On one occasion Jonah was so furious at his exclusion from a particularly crucial episode that he smashed the glass in the back door with his bare fist, cutting himself in the process so severely that he carries the scars to this day.
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The Barrington children – Geraldine, Jonah and Nicholas.
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St. Mark’s School, Morwenstow, circa 1950. In the middle of the front row, Jonah Barrington. On his right, Philip Staddon and on his left, Donald Branton. And in the centre of the third row, brother Nicholas. (C.A. Earl-Davies)



A mile or so along the narrow country lanes is the small school of St Mark’s in the village of Shop where the two boys had their first taste of education. Jonah remembers a rather fierce, elderly schoolmistress who achieved some impressive results by resorting to levels of violence that would hardly be fashionable today: ‘Whenever you got a sum wrong, she would swipe you across the ear. A boy called Philip Staddon, who later became an executive with Shell, and I used to work together tactically. What we would do was get Donald Branton, who later became a doctor, to go up to the front of the class to be marked first because he was invariably the boy who got hit. When he returned to the desk alongside us, we copied down the answers he had got right and tried to find different answers for the ones he had got wrong!’

Jonah’s village childhood remains vividly in his memory as an intensely happy period of his life. Too young to remember the war years and living in a part of the world that escaped the ravages of the Blitz, his early memories are of a father who was a remarkable character, a mother who manipulated her household expertly and an environment where he had no choice but to develop his competitive instincts, simply to survive against his brother:


In the morning, mother was totally in control. When it came to the evening, my old man came into his own, only fading around 3am! In his own way, he had an enormous amount of self-discipline. His breakfast had to arrive at the same time every morning about 11.30 and exactly the same thing was always on the tray ... the egg had to have been boiled for precisely the right period of time otherwise it would be sent back immediately. In his last few years, he always drank squeezed lemon juice because someone in the parish had told him it was the secret of old age.

My father’s parents lived in Liverpool. Mother was the daughter of a master mariner and had been born at sea. Father went to Sandhurst and served with the 13th Hussars in the First World War fighting against the Turks in Mesopotamia. After the war, he was posted to Dublin during the Irish Civil War. He was involved in the conflict but in what way he never really told me. He was an ardent Protestant, not that he went to church regularly, but in his antipathy to Catholicism. At the same time, he loved Ireland and at heart was a fervent Irish nationalist. He tried hard to believe in a united Ireland but didn’t want any connection with a load of papists. It was very strange. Obviously a united Ireland would never have had a Protestant government. But he had a great sense of humour and I am sure he would have chuckled to himself about the inconsistency of his viewpoint. He was a small man, only about 5ft 7in tall and also very neat; his hair was always immaculately brushed. While Nick and I were devoted to sport, he would spend a good part of the day absorbed in his books or working in the garden if it was summer.

Without doubt father was an eccentric – but a great conversationalist and very popular in the village. He never worked after leaving the army because he was able to survive on his independent income. His family had owned a glass factory in Liverpool and they made a lot of money when it was sold. He may not have gone off to work in the morning like most fathers, but he never wasted a single moment of the day once he had got up. He was always there when we needed him. I suppose he regarded himself as something of a warrior-historian. During the war, he was put in charge of the local Home Guard and he would always hold his drilling parades near The Bush Inn so the lads could go straight into the pub afterwards. He was deadly with a rifle – locally they used to talk about the day Major Barrington put a bullet through two rabbits with the same shot. Our neighbour, Captain Clifford Saxton, was a great friend of his but while Dad was Chairman of the local Conservative Association, Saxton was an avowed Liberal. They would argue about anything. One night ‘Sack’, as we called him, and my father had a terrible row. My old man dashed into his armoury and, five minutes later, they were shooting at each other.



Nicholas also recalls this story:


Without a doubt they were firing at each other, both no doubt under the influence of alcohol; mother and Mrs Saxton were on the phone during the hostilities asking each other what the hell to do. But neither of them was hurt and they were really the greatest of friends. If they had been out shooting together and the day had not gone well, they would take pot shots at the postbox by the village hall from the other side of the green. Not the sort of thing you do now but they were living in a different age then. People just thought, ‘Oh there go Major Barrington and Captain Saxton enjoying themselves.’



Further evidence of Major Barrington’s eccentricity lay in the fact that he devoted quite a considerable time to playing with his model railway. ‘One Christmas’, recalls Jonah, ‘he bought us a circular track and a train. It was a present for my brother and me but we were never allowed to use it. He would blow the train whistle while the engine was going full tilt at two in the morning and mother would bang on the floor to get him to stop.’


[image: Images]

The Barrington family in Ireland in 1949. On the right, Major Charles Barrington with Jonah sitting in front of him and on their right, Jonah’s sister, Geraldine, his brother Nicholas, and his mother, Kathleen.



Apart from Sunday lunch, mealtimes at Marratons were invariably held without the head of the household, for Major Barrington would eat by himself in the lounge. But when afternoon tea was taken he would always be found with the rest of the family in the small kitchen and there he would gaze out of the window at his garden drinking very weak tea with enormous amounts of sugar and eating thin slices of brown bread covered with Gentleman’s Relish.

Barrington’s mother, Kathleen, who took great pride in her claim that she was descended, from the Welsh Princes, was therefore left to cope with the realities of life – realities that in later years were to become an increasing problem as the independent means that had allowed the major to live the life of a country gentleman began to dwindle. ‘Mother was an expert at manipulating bills,’ says Jonah. ‘She never paid one in full. If a bill was £60, she would pay £5 and that would keep them quiet. My father didn’t want to know, he would just bury his head in the sand. In later years
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