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For most of us, there is only the unattended
Moment, the moment in and out of time,

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight,
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning
Or the waterfall, or music heard so deepy

That it is not heard at all, but you are the music
While the music lasts . . .

T. S. Erior, Four Quartets: “The Dry Salvages. V’
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INTRODUCTION

A man who has made great discoveries or taken part in great events may
have a positive duty to write some account of his life. That is not the case
with me. But I suppose that most writers, as they finish a book, feel that
there is still something left to say. And this feeling grows as one gets
older. There is so much to explain! So much has had to be left out! There
are discoveries made since thelastbook was finished and there are pictures
still vivid in the memory asking to be drawn. They need a thread on which
to be strung.

The memories are more insistent if you have lived in a period of rapid
change through many kinds of existence that have utterly gone. The
moral climate in which my parents lived has disappeared; there are no
schools now like those I went to; Oxford is altogether different. The
India I knew has vanished; I have not yet seen an account of the British
in India that has not left me dissatisfied. What is more, my own life in
India fell into several quite distinct sections, as different in flavour as
vegetable curry and Lancashire hot-pot. I should like to recall, while I
can, something of those lost worlds. What I have to say will not as a rule
throw much light on events that figure in the newspaper headlines. To
me it is more important to bring to life for a moment some of the people
I have known, not necessarily gifted people, nor important in the usual
sense of that word, but people I remember, usually with a smile, usually
with affection, but each quite different from anyone else. My aim is thus
nearer the novelist’s than the historian’s. In a bookshop, such a book will
go under the head of autobiography, but it is not meant to be an auto-
biography, rather a gallery of portraits and scenes.

It has been hard to choose those scenes. It would have been easy to
make each section four times as long but my object has been to record
just enough to give the flavour of each stage of experience and to weave
the whole into one. I have tried not to clutter the pages with names that
are not needed. Some notes are to be found at the end about some of the
people mentioned, but there are no numbered references in the text; the
reader is advised to glance occasionally at the notes but he will find there
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are few, either as to people or quotations. The flow of the narrative has
been the paramount consideration.

As I thought about this book, it was to have been called Gar/ic and
Sapphires, a phrase from Eliot’s Four Quartets which, whatever Eliot
meant by it, to me stood for those momentary interludes that light up the
long stretches of monotonous endeavour which come between the
beginning of an enterprise and its completion, moments of intense living,
full of harsh pungency, and those other moments of sudden realization,
moments of vision and understanding, moments out of time. For most
of us these come rarely but give meaning to the rest of life. It happened
however that, just as I began to write, a period of enforced physical in-
activity helped me to dwell longer and more thoughtfully on Foar
Quartets, and what Eliot is saying there about past and present. ‘In my
beginning is my end,” he writes, reversing the words of Mary Queen of
Scots: ‘En ma fin est mon commencement,’ and again:

Time present and time past
Are both perbaps present in time future.

I found, when I tried to rebuild in memory each of these scenes in
turn, that I was living the past a second time, that all my thoughts turned
back to one particular phase of my life and that at night in dreams I had
conversations with people long since dead. I looked up from the page on
which I had been tracing words to find myself miraculously transported
into the future. Or was it the present? I found, as I lived again through
each of these previous incarnations, that I understood far more clearly
and sympathetically than thirty years before why people had behaved as
they did. At the end of my book, I came back to those thoughts about
time with which I had started and these linked naturally with the last
movement of the last of the Four Quartets. By now another title seemed
more appropriate and the book became .4 Shaf? of Sunlight, also a phrase
from Four Quartets. The reader who knows Eliot will recognize passages
in which other thoughts from that series of poems were present as I
wrote. But that is not to say that the reader to whom Eliot means nothing
need concern himself with anything more than the straightforward
pictures of people and events which I present.

P.M.
Hither Daggons, 1977



Part One
IN MY BEGINNING
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FOOTFALLS
IN THE MEMORY

I The Farmer and the Artist

One of my grandfathers voted for Mr Gladstone and one for Mr Disraeli.
Two men could hardly have been more different in tastes and interests.
George Mason grew first-class malting barley and reared Leicester lambs
on the land his father and grandfather had farmed; Mr Disraeli would
perhaps hardly have been his own choice as a leader but he was content
to follow his landlord the Marquess of Exeter. There were not many
books in his house except the big two-volume family Bible, bound in
leather, with his children’s names written on the fly-leaf. It stands within
reach of my armas I write now. Recreation for him meanta day’s hunting
if the hounds met near by or an evening walking up partridges in the
stubble. He stood for Church and State, the peers and the brewers, a good
price for corn and things as they were.

My grandfather Woodruff, on the other hand, was a versatile man of
varied intellectual interests. My mother always spoke of him as ‘an in-
ventor’, a term I found impressive as a small boy and liked to repeat. But
inventing things was only one of many occupations. By profession he was
an engineer and manager of one of the factories of Cammell Laird, the
great Sheffield steel firm. He painted in oils as well as water-colours; he
drew in pen-and-ink and experimented with etching; he designed book-
plates and illuminated end-papers. He played the violin in an orchestra
and hoped that his three children would one day join him to make a
string quartet — but alas! only one of the three came up to his standard.
He was a Wesleyan Methodist and was admired as a lay preacher; his
interest in politics was strong and it was for reasons mainly political that
he invested in house property in neighbouring constituencies. In those
days, the polls stayed open for a week and at election time he was able to
drive over in a pony-trap and vote wherever he had a cottage.

Thus each of my two grandfathers in his different way represented
one of the pillars of Victorian greatness. My mother never said that her
family was in any way ‘better’ than my father’s. She did not allow herself
to think in such terms. She would have considered it disloyaland snobbish
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and would have reproved me sharply if Thad used any expression carrying
such an implication. Nonetheless, I had a very definite impression that
such was the case. I had far more of my mother’s attention than most
children of that time. As the wife of a country doctor, she had maids and
need not do housework, while she would have repudiated indignantly
the aristocratic custom of leaving her children — and especially her
eldest — entirely to the care of a nanny. She read aloud to me; she very
early taught me to read by what was then an advanced phonetic method;
she bought me books. And of course I imbibed from her, and thus from
her father, something of his interest in ideas and his belief that education
was 2 key to power, to knowledge, to life.

All his important inventions, my mother explained, had been the
property of Cammell Laird; theyincluded spring buffers on railway trucks
and engines, from which we should have made millions if he had been
able to patent and exploit them himself. The only invention of his that
I remember actually seeing was certainly ingenious. It was a flat silver
hoop that would hold a folded linen table napkin, but of which one half
could be pivoted into the other, making a hook which could be inserted
between the lower buttons of the waistcoat; a spring clip, shaped like a
shield, would then grip the corner of the napkin and prevent it sliding
onto the floor during dinner. It was engraved with ornamental scrolls
and was a cherished possession of mine. Another of his creations was a
framed drawing called The Royal Sceptre of England, a genealogical table
starting with William I and ending with Victoria, worked into the shape
of a sceptre or cross-shaped truncheon, each sovereign a jewel — the
colours a little faded — the lines of descent patiently woven into the
minute tracery of the design. The evidence of his industry and his varied
gifts was never far away in my childhood.

I had been baptized Philip Mason, with no other name, my mother at
that time being impressed by the dignity of simplicity and a dislike of
anything pretentious. But since it seemed to me that Woodruff was a
prettier, a more unusual, and a more romantic name than plain ordinary
Mason —and since I felt that it was from that side of the family alone that
I had any hope of proving to be the long-lost heir to a castle and a lake,
in the manner of the romances of the period — I decided very early to be
Philip Woodruff Mason and was known by that name until I was thirteen
and had to produce a birth certificate.

Yet as I have grown older it has been on the background of the farm
at Barrowden in Rutland, where Masons had lived so long, that my
thoughts have dwelt more and more often. This is partly because I never
saw my mothet’s eatly home on the outskirts of Sheffield. My grand-
father Woodruff had a stroke and retired ptrematurely from Cammell
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Laird, soon after which a financial disaster befell him. My mother, proud
though she was of his artistic and intellectual gifts, always said he was no
businessman; perhaps he was as loyal, as impulsive and as generous as
she was herself. Atany rate, he listened to the tale of a cousin who owned
a small shipping line which was in that condition so common in business;
just one small injection of capital would put everything right. That was
the end of my grandfather’s savings and he spent the last days of his life
in a small house in Finchley, where I was born in 1906. I remember being
told of his death early one morning whenIwent to climb into my mother’s
bed; in memory it is very close to the death of King Edward VIl in 1910
but perhaps it was a year or two later. I made some demonstration of
grief; it seemed proper.

‘Why are you behaving like that ?* said my mother, not at all unkindly
but simply seeking the truth with the directness and honesty that some-
times made her so disconcerting. ‘You didn’t really know him.” Then
after a pause she went on: ‘Perhaps because you are sorry for me.” 1
accepted with relief this escape from the implication of hypocrisy.

Thus I never saw my mother’s old home in what was then wild country
on the borders of Yorkshire and Derbyshire. Nor did she speak of it
much but everything I did hear was stirring and poetic. She spoke of a
favourite horse with a smooth easy action on whose back she would
canter for miles along a grass track that followed the line of a high ridge,
with wide views over broken wooded country westward towards
Kinder Scout and the Peak. She spoke often of the annual holiday of six
weeks, when the family took three days to drive over the moors to Robin
Hood’s Bay, near Whitby on the Yorkshire coast. This little fishing
village still tumbles down the cliff from ledge to ledge like a mountain
streamn, the houses hanging poised as though about to topple into the
sea. The cobbled streets, interspersed with steps, are sometimes hardly a
yard across. My mother said that in their childhood the Bay folk used
among themselves a dialect which no one in England could understand,
but that if a Danish fishing boat was blown in, they could make shift to
talk to the crew. She told me the legend of St Hilda, the great abbess of
Whitby, who had commanded the snakes to be gone from all that wide
stretch of moorland that lies inland from Whitby, whereupon they had
curled themselves up into hoops and obediently rolled towards the sea
and over the cliffs to the beach below. Their heads were knocked off in
the fall and they turned to stone and could still be picked up on the beach,
being known to the faithless as ammonites. Pools among the rocks on the
beach, jelly-fish and anemones, the short steep breakers of the North
Sea; the fishing cobles and the smell of fish and seaweed — all the usual
ingredients of a northern seaside —all these, though they ran through her
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talk of those holidays, were dominated, it seems to me now, by the roll-
ing tangle of moors and becks and gills on which she and her brothers
went for so many expeditions and by the farms where they had tea, feast-
ing with kindly hospitable folk on crumbly turf cakes before the dim
glow of the turf fire.

My grandfather had a cottage at Robin Hood’s Bay and there was a
long spell when they went there every year. But at some stage of his life
he became friendly with Professor John Glaister of Glasgow University,
a pioneer in forensic medicine, if not the founder of that field of study.
The Professor one day remarked that of course England could not com-
pare with Scotland for the beauty of its scenery. My grandfather in-
dignantly questioned this opinion and they entered into a kind of pact
to visit each other’s countries and compare the splendours they admired.
Mistakenly, it seems to me, my grandfather took the Professor to the
limestone pinnacles of Dovedale in Detbyshire, to Derwentwater and
Grasmere, mountain scenery on a scale much less grand than Scotland,
whereas his only hope of winning any concession from his opponent lay
in showing him something quite different, in which man had played a
greater part — the chalk downs of Dorset, perhaps, or glades of beech in
Wiltshire. But my grandfather was as committed to Wordsworth in
aesthetic taste as to Gladstone in politics and in this my mother followed
him without question. She was always for the hills against the plains and
the tales she told me of Robert the Bruce and William Wallace linked
later with Quentin Durward and Alan Breck to make me cherish a
secret longing to be discovered to be a Scot. I was as pleased about
Bannockburn as about Agincourt.

Against this shadowy hearsay stuff, like a tapestry seen by firelight,
Barrowden was real but prosaic. My Mason grandfather also died when
I was quite small but my grandmother stayed on in the old stone house,
her youngest son managing the farm from the Malting House on the
other side of the lane. She had been Grace Dainty, a name to catch any
man’s fancy, and she had a face to match the name, a gentle beautiful old
face when I knew her. We all went to see her three or four times a year
but in the summer I went several times to stay with her alone. The stone
of that part of Rutland is a warm golden brown and I was usually there in
harvest time; there is a literal, visible, colour of gold to all my memories.
There was a stream below the Malting Close where a cousin taught me to
draw the pith from a stick of elder to make a whistle; the sunlight down
there fell through the willows on shallow water running over golden-
brown pebbles. In front of the house was a quadrangle of golden stone;
you came into it from the lane through a gate in a wall of cut stone; on
the right was the high stone wall of the enclosed garden, which was quite
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separate from the house. In front was the row of stables and to the left the
house itself, with one door to the living part and another to the dairy,
where the cream bowls stood on great stone slabs, and to the huge, low-
ceilinged kitchen with its floor of stone flags. The roofs of the buildings
were also of stone, this of a darker shade, being of a kind that split easily
and came from a quarry near by at Colly Weston. Between the house and
the stables was the way to the stackyard, the waggon-shed and the barns.

The stackyard was a great playground. By the end of harvest, there
would be a city - to a small boy a Manhattan - of towering stacks. They
stood on their mushroom-like staddle-stones, safely thatched, for this
was before the days of tarpaulin or plastic, waiting for the threshing-
machine. Pale bright straw, much paler than the stone, lay everywhere.
The hens wandered among the stacks and the barns and we could earn
a penny a score for eggs we found. The hay-stacks were at the eastern
end of the stackyard. Nowadays it is easy to build a stack of baled hay;
it is like a child building with bricks. But in those days the hay was not
baled and there was an art in building and thatching a stack which might
stand for a full year. When hay was needed, the stack was cut like a cake,
with a huge two-handed hay-knife, razor-sharp — an instrument that
shared with the chaff-cutter a prohibition so tremendous that we never
dared to touch either — and, if a rick of old hay had survived the year
through, it might be cut into convenient ledges onto which we could
scramble. Our feet would make holes in which rain might collect and if
‘the men’ caught us they would order us away to a bean-stack where we
could do no harm. But we hated bean-straw, which was very hard on
bare knees, and had none of the delicious scent of hay. We could do no
harm, though, in the waggon-shed, where on Sundays the great curved
wooden waggons stood in a row and would serve at will as the Revenge
ot the Victory or a long low rakish craft flying the Jolly Roger.

So much has been written in so many books about riding back in the
waggons from the harvest fields on top of the piled sheaves of barley
that it is hard to be sure what is genuine memory. But I #hink I remember
that triumphant return behind the great slow-moving shire horses with
their glorious shining quarters of dappled brown and bay and grey. They
had names such as Bonny and Snowball, while the cows were always
given the names of women or flowers, Molly and Dolly, Daisy and
Buttercup. There were not many cows, only some twenty or thirty.
Some bullocks were fattened, being brought in during the winter to the
stockyard to trample down straw into muck. Barley and sheep were, and
still ate, the backbone of the farm. The sheep were folded on the stubble
after harvest and the hurdles moved on, stage by stage, to cover the
whole field. Only the ‘golden hoof’ of the sheep, it was believed, would
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produce the best quality of bright malting barley from that light sandy
soil. It was a system that needed a good deal of labour, a permanent force
of about a dozen men for the five-hundred-acre farm and another dozen
of temporary hands for haymaking and harvest. ‘But where did they come
from?’ I asked my father many years later, for it seemed astonishing
against that unchanging background that there could be so many tem-
porary hands so conveniently available for less than a quarter of the year,
They were Irish, I was told, and went back to Ireland in the autumn.

Permanence seemed the keynote of a life in which the rhythm of the
seasons was yeatly renewed. But the permanence depended on excellence
of quality, maintained by constant effort, the straight lines of good
ploughing, generosity with good dung, the skilled construction of well-
squared, well-thatched ricks, the unremitting care needed to get good
bright barley and to get a good price for it. Only the best barley would
make malting barley for the brewers. Prices varied with the quality and
also from year to year and market to market. There were some years
when the brewers were short and the prices would creep up in January
and the man who had kept his barley back till towards the end of the
season would score. But this was risky because in March the malting
season would come to an end. The price might drop at last and you might
even be left with barley unsold. By April you could only sellit as fodder.
It was something of a gamble, then, to choose the right moment to
sell.

My great-grandfather, Henry Mason, used to brew beer himself on
the farm and also to malt barley for his neighbours. He used sometimes
to buy barley for his own malting floor when the price was low and sell
it to the brewers if it rose; he was in fact, in a small way, a speculator in
barley futures. So my father told me, but it was from a cousin of my
father’s that I heard the story of the lengths to which my great-grand-
father Henry would go to get a good price for his barley. I imagine that
this took place before the Repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, when prices
must have fluctuated over a wide range.

It was eight miles to Stamford, the natural market for Barrowden.
But great-grandfather Henry observed that there were a good many
farmers at Stamford with their little bags of samples, while there were
very few buyers. It occurred to him that it might be worth going thirty
miles in the opposite direction to Leicester, where the balance might be
more in his favour. He would go several times in the season, showing his
samples, judging the best moment to sell. He would leave home before
dawn, have breakfast atan inn in Leicester, see his horse had a good feed,
do his business during the morning and ride back in the afternoon. Then
one day when the market at Leicester was dull and the buyers cautious,
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it occurred to him that he might go one stage further. Burton-on-Trent
was the place for brewers. He went back to his inn, hired a good stout
cob, rode on the thirty miles to Burton and found that he was right;
prices were better. And so Burton became his market, sixty miles from
home. But a neighbour found out what he was doing and decided to
follow his example. There were sour looks at first but in the end they
decided they would take turns to provide a trap and go together, sharing
the price of a hired horse for the second half of the journey from Leicester
to Burton.

Then came a year when prices were poor and both of them held on
without selling till almost the end of the season. There was only one
more chance. It was the neighbour’s turn to provide the horse and trap,
but when the clock struck five he had not come. He was half an hour late.
Great-grandfather Henry realized what he was up to, saddled a horse and
set out to make up the lost time. He pushed his horse as fast as he dared,
changed horses at Leicester without stopping for breakfast, and when
he saw his enemy’s head bobbing along over the hedges in front of him,
took the next side-road and galloped to get ahead of him. At Burton he
would not pause for food until he had taken his samples to the market
and made his bargain before his enemy arrived.

That is the story as I heard it. But I knew nothing as a child of this
background of self-will and competition, gaining only an impression of
permanence, of solidity, of comfort. Would our grandmother provide
eight puddings to choose from or would it be only six ? (We were allowed
to choose two, and two for a second helping.) That was the question we
debated when we drove over to see her on a Sunday.

Two pillars of Victorian greatness I have said — the solid background
of land and sheep and corn, that seemed as though it would never change,
and the new radical questioning spirit of the industrial North — yes, that
is what they stood for. But in both traditions it was understood that a
man made his own life by his own effort. I was brought up between the
two but a child always chooses. I think now of the two traditions as
different orders of architecture. When I was a boy, it was the sky-aspiring
Gothic that held my fancy; today it is the round arches and ponderous
columns of the Romanesque.

2 Country Doctor

When my Great-Uncle James retired from medical practice, he lived in
a comfortable house in Stamford with a big garden at the back, rising
gently to what we called the Roman Wall. I once recounted to my father
as much as I could remember of a monologue Uncle James had addressed
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to me over lunch on the advantage of eating bread with a meal. It had
seemed to last a long time.

‘Yes,” said my father. ‘He has always believed that the best way of
fixing what he reads in his memory is to repeat it to someone else at the
next meal. I have suffered a good deal from that.’

In fact, my father had suffered a good deal from him in other ways too.
Great-Uncle James was older than my grandfather by six years and had
left Barrowden at eighteen for the medical school at Glasgow University,
where he must have qualified about 1860. He decided to practise in
Sheffield, where there were very few doctors for the growing industrial
population. After some time he announced that he would ‘make a doctor’
of my father. Since my father was one of nine children, this was good
news and, at the age of about thirteen, my father left Barrowden for
Uncle James’s house at Sheffield, where he was to be educated by a
governess engaged for the purpose. Towards the end of his life, he told
me that ‘the governess’ had made no pretence of teaching him anything.
The whole manoeuvre had been simply an excuse for moving her into
the house with some semblance of respectability. For two years, my
father had no formal education at all. No doubt he learned something
from Uncle James’s monologues over the dining-table and he had leisure
to read. Then Uncle James decided to get married; the ‘governess’ was
sent packing and my father went back to Barrowden.

Nothing was done about his education. No one at Barrowden saw
any value in education for its own sake, and country life — closely bound
to time by the rhythm of haymaking and harvest, lambing and shearing,
the first blackberries and late-keeping apples — is yet, in another sense,
timeless. One year missed meant nothing. Uncle James had said he would
make him a doctor and that was that. But it was another two years before
he suggested that my father should come back to Sheffield and to be in
his house, studying to become a doctor and helping in the surgery by
making up bottles of medicine. As it was my grandfather who paid the
fees for tuition, Uncle James acquired a dispenser and general assistant
for the cost of his food. Uncle James usually made a good bargain and
this was no exception.

It was Uncle James’s intervention that made my father a doctor, but
it had interrupted his formal education from about the age of thirteen
to seventeen. He found it very difficult to pass the entrance examination
for the university and after that the chemistry and physiology were hard
going. He had to work long hours to make up for the lost years —and not
in the easiest of circumstances. One of Uncle James’s less successful
bargains was a hotse, a fine strong young horse which he thought would
do a lot of work. He was right about that but it was one of those in-
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domitably energetic horses which do not understand moderation. It ran
away twice with Uncle James and the groom refused to ride it. My
father was instructed to keep it exercised. It took him about four hours a
day. As Christmas drew near — it would be 1895 or 1896 I suppose - he
asked permission to go to Barrowden for Christmas Day. Uncle James
agreed, but there were two conditions. He was not to start till he had
made up all the medicines prescribed at the surgery on Christmas Eve,
and he must take that famous horse. It was nearly nine o’clock before
he started and the distance is at least seventy-five miles. He was home in
time for breakfast on Christmas Day. It was a fine frosty morning and the
hand-bell ringers were lined up in the quadrangle in front of the house.
The first carols were ringing out as he arrived.

“You must have been tired,’ I said, when he told me this story.

‘Not so tired as the horse,” he replied. ‘I had to lead him up the hills
towards the end. I was in very hard training from riding that horse every
day.

When my father qualified, my grandfather told him that his medical
education was his share of the family fortune. He was the fifth of nine
children and could expect no more. He took this absolutely literally and
never asked for help, even over a loan. In those days, a practice had to
be bought, usually for twice the takings of the last year. In order to save
some money for the purchase of a practice, my father took a post as
surgeon with a line of steamships sailing to the Caribbean and South
America. He was already engaged to my mother but they would both
have feltit wrong to marry until he had made a start. He saved most of his
pay, added to his savings a loan from the bank, and bought a practice
on the borders of Cheshire, Lancashire and Derbyshire. It was a mainly
working-class practice, worth when he bought it about £200 a year. At
first hardly anyone would consult him; they thought he looked too young
—and indeed he did always look very young. But one day he was sud-
denly summoned to the bedside of the most influential old person in the
village. She became a firm friend and later told him that that morning she
had been on the point of sending for the doctor in the next village, but
looking out of the window and seeing him pass she had said: “Well,
that’s soomebody’s lad!” and decided to give him a trial.

That was a turning-point and after a few more years he was, he felt,
in a position to marry and soon after that to move to a practice where
there were more possibilities. But in those early days at Broadbottom —
it is near Mottram where the artist T. S. Lowry lived — he had made his
visits on a bicycle and had lived in a rented cottage, cooking himself
porridge for breakfast and porridge for supper. Someone came in and
cooked him a midday meal and he was able to save; he was saving to pay
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off his debt, to buy furniture for his marriage, to help towards that better
practice. When he did move, in 1907, a year after I was born, his first
practice was worth three times what it had been.

The new practice, five miles from Derby, was centred on what had
once been a large country village, now just beginning to turn into 2
suburb. Already, in 1907, there were residents who went by train to
Derby every day, but green fields still came down to the backs of the
gardens on either side of the village street. It was a growing place, with
a fair cross-section of people from most walks of life in the village itself,
and a sprinkling of larger houses and farms in the surrounding country.
Altogether, it was a far more ambitious venture than Broadbottom and
of coutse there was now a new and larger debt to the bank.

Few young doctors today would contemplate the kind of life my
father lived. It was a firm principle of his that the care of his patients must
come first and he must always answer a call for help. The house could
never be left empty; there must always be someone to answer the tele-
phone, someone who knew where the doctor was to be found. There
were no days off, not even Sundays. Three or four times a year — but this
was after the 1914 war when motor-cars were more reliable — arrange-
ments would be made to go to Barrowden, sixty miles away. For that
one Sunday, urgent calls would be referred to a friendly neighbour in
Belper. Everything possible would be done in advance to clear that day -
but there would always be oneortwo visits to be made on Sunday morning
before we could start and we must always be back in good time in case
something had cropped up during the day.

The daily routine, six days a week, began with morning surgery and
then visits till lunch-time; there would be more visits after a hasty lunch,
evening surgery at six, often going on till seven-thirty or eight; after
supper there were notes to be written up, and there were often calls in
the night. There was no receptionist, no nurse, no secretary; until some
time after the First War, there was no dispenser and my father made up
the medicines himself. Once a quarter, accounts would be added up and
posted to the patients. My father and mother did this secretarial work
together, late at night.

‘There was a great deal of visiting, sometimes to distant farms, and my
father was almost always back for lunch later than he had meant to be,
sometimes much later. My mother was always disappointed, partly
because the food she had arranged had had to be kept hot and would be
past its best, partly because he had not been present at the family meal
and partly because she did not like him to be overworked and obliged to
eat at irregular times. Her nature was so direct and impulsive that she
never concealed these feelings and what she said would sound like a
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reproach. It was not really a reproach; she was committed to him without
reservation and shared his belief that his patients must come before his
personal convenience. He understood both her concern for his comfort
and her dedication to his work. Her words must nonetheless often have
been irritating when he came in tired, cold and hungry, but he would
gently put them aside. Sometimes he tried to treat them as a joke, saying
perhaps: ‘I was afraid I should getinto hot water.” But that was a mistake.
Her disappointment was real, her concern was for him, and she felt it
was flippant and even, for the moment, unkind to make light of them.
But he was never unkind and that too she understood at a deeper level.

Two sets of motives could hardly be more inseparably welded than
they were in my parents’ attitude to the practice. Of course there was the
plain worldly motive of wanting to get on; there was the debt to be paid
off, the children to be educated, provision to be made for old age. In
my mother’s case there was also a strong desire that her children should
achieve the fame and influence which she believed her father had de-
served. But they would neither of them have lived so single-minded a
life for so long if they had not been convinced that medicine was one of
the noblest professions and that every patient bandaged in the surgery,
every visit to a bedside, was a good thing done, something to be proud
of, so that each day’s work brought its own satisfaction.

When my father started medical practice, there was no medical in-
surance and a doctor charged the fee he thought proper for the patient’s
position and income. He might charge forty or fifty times as much for
half an hour by a bedside in the manor as for the same time spent in a
cottage. My father was scrupulous that his working-class patients should
be charged fees they could pay and that they should have proper atten-
tion. Sometimes he treated them free. Later there began the system of
insurance by which ‘panel patients’ — which in practice meant manual
workers paid weekly — were protected against the costs of ill-health, and
later still came the National Health Service, which turned almost every-
one into ‘panel patients’, though a few private patients remained. I
asked my father how it was possible to be fair to both classes. It was
surely wrong to give priority to the rich — but unless they did get priority,
what were they paying for? ‘National Health patients,” he replied, ‘get
the attention I think they need; private patients get the attention they
think they need.’

Long after Hitler’s war, I once arrived at Derby from London with a
heavy suitcase. There seemed to be no one to meet me, so I asked a porter
about the next train to Duffield. He looked at my suitcase and exclaimed:

‘It’s not Dr Mason of Dufhield you’re visiting? Ah, there’s a grand
doctor, a real poor man’s doctor. We used to live in Duffield and he took
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as much trouble for us as he could have done for anyone in the world!

What, you may ask, was the background of belief that nurtured this
life of happy but unremitting and utterly dedicated endeavour? I can
only record an impression. My father in a serious mood once told me
that his creed was contained in the one phrase: ‘Do as you would be
done by.” His was certainly not a philosophical or speculative mind. It
was enough to get on with the job to which he had been called; his duty
was usually clear enough and he told me on another occasion that he did
not think he need bother the Almighty too much about the state of his
soul. It was not so important as all that; there were a great many other
people who mattered just as much. He went to church when he could,
which in the early days was not very often, since there was always some-
one who wanted to be visited on Sunday morning. But he did not ques-
tion the scheme of things; he was on the whole quietly trustful though
sometimes a little doubtful about life after death. His compassion for
suffering, particularly in children, grew as he grew older — or perhaps it
was only that I became more aware of it. In short, I do not think my
father’s code of behaviour was the product of a personal religious faith;
it was rather the outcome in a simple and affectionate nature of a creed
hammered out through the centuries which he trustfully accepted and
on which he acted.

Much the same might be said of my mother. It might have been ex-
pected that she would have been more an asker of questions than my
father. Her own father had certainly asked questions and so did her elder
brother. My Woodruff grandfather was, as I have said, a Methodist but
when he married he came to an unusual agreement with his bride. The
boys were to be Methodists, the girls Anglicans. Butthe home atmosphere
of course was the same for both and my mother’s approach to religion,
as to education, was ‘enlightened’. She taught me, for example, that the
story of the Creation in Genesis was a myth, not to be taken literally but
to be interpreted in the light of modern knowledge. This I am sure she
owed to her father. But she was too quick, too practical, to concern
herself much with doctrine. For her almost as much as for my father it was
conduct that mattered and she took for granted the principles on which
she acted, putting all her energy into everything she did.

3 Mrs Binns

The doctor’s house stands facing the village street. My brother still lives
there. It is a stone house with three sharp high gables and the style of the
frontis late Stuart, but there is a Georgian addition as well as a Victorian,
and a part my father added. I was only a year old when we came to live
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there, and I remember nothing of Broadbottom. Duffield and Barrowden
are the background to my earliest memories. To be brought up in 2 house
three hundred years old that has been altered century by century to fit
changing times, to feel that the house goes on though people come and
go, must surely have some effect on a growing child, affecting one’s
attitude to pastand present, to human institutions and human endeavour.
I made this point many years later, when I was in South Africa and trying
to understand the Afrikaaner attempt to construct a quite new society,
disentangling and dismissing all the accidents of history. It seemed
natural to me, I said to the exponents of apartheid, to add to what you
had and go on from there — as the builders had done with the house I
had lived in, with the village street, with the church of which the fabric
had been begun a thousand years ago by the Normans. They saw the
point; that no doubt was the way an English mind would work. But t/ey
were different; they had carved their farms from the raw velds.

Next door was a house with a Regency front known rather grandly
as Duflield House. We understood that this house had once been joined
to ours but that they had been separated in Victorian times, when brick
additions had been made to both. How different from ours was the house
next door! It was altogether more pretentious. You went up steps to a
huge front door; the ceilings were much higher, the rooms much larger.
The hall, which was very dark, was to asmall boy cutiously awe-inspiring,
resembling one of those chapels in a cathedral where the tattered colours
of county regiments hang cased in gauze, dark against the sombre vault-
ing of the roof. This was partly because the walls were draped with the
cloaks of Maori chiefs, made from the skins of kiwis or cassowaries,
skins like those of gigantic hedgehogs, furnished with limp quills, now
drab, dark and coloutrless — surely the gloomiest repositories for dust
that ever served as decoration. It was with relief that I used to turn, every
Sunday afternoon, from this depressing and rather frightening hall into
the drawing-room where Mrs Binns awaited me.

The drawing-room seemed very large and it was a long way to the
fireside. There were sofas and chairs covered with shiny white chintz,
embellished with a pattern of gigantic pink cabbage roses. The first
landmark for a small navigator was the harp, tall, shining, gold and far
too august to be twangled. Next, about half way to the fireplace, was one
of those triangular seats for three people sitting back to back, called I
believe conversation-settees. The fireplace and the looking-glass above
it are now inseparably fused in memory with Tenniel’s illustration of
Alice stepping through the glass into Looking-Glass World; there was
a clock in the middle like Alice’s and at either end of the chimney-piece 2
dome of glass. But in Mrs Binns’s drawing-room the glass dome covered
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a Spanish dancer in bright-coloured silk instead of Alice’s artificial
flowers. On either side of the fireplace were silhouettes of her ancestors.

Mrs Binns was a good deal older than my parents, and her sons, both
doctors, lived far away. Soon after we arrived she had suggested that I
should come every Sunday afternoon to be read to. I do not remember
much of the stories she read — though there seem to have been a good
many about American children who unaccountably called a railway
station a depot — but I remember fragments of her conversation and her
remarkable gift for making me feel that for that afternoon there was no
one in the world but the two of us — a rather dumpy little old lady in a
silk dress and a little boy. We were engaged in a kind of conspiracy to-
gether, with jokes and secrets of our own. She had a small smooth-haired
fox-terrier called Spot who was supposed to get very excited if cats were
mentioned. So we must never talk of cats; when we looked at Lewis
Wain’s picture-books, in which — those creatures — are shown in hun-
dreds, doing everything that humans do, we must refer to them as
‘giddlies’. Spot never discoveted what a giddly was —and the etymology
of the word is still a mystery to me.

She was clearly fond of wotds. ‘Never use a short word when a long
word willdo,’ she said to me with her slightly apoplectic chuckle. Among
the books she gave me and which I still possess are the Works of Charles
Stuart Calvetrley. This was when I was twelve, and too young to enjoy
all his verbal felicity and mastery of the anti-climax. But his mimicry of
Macaulay appealed to me at once:

Sikes, housebreaker, of Houndsditch,
Habitually swore;
But so surpassingly profane
He never was before,
As on a night in winter,
When — softly as he stole
In the dim light from stair to stair,
Noiseless as boys who in her lair
Seek to surprise a fat old hare -
He barked his shin-bone, unaware . . .

It was a long time however before I came to appreciate his savage parody
of Browning: “The Cock and the Bull’.

You see this pebble-stone ? It’s a thing I bought
Of a bit of a chit of a boy i’ the mid o’ the day —
I like to dock the smaller parts-o’-speech,
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As we curtail the already cut-tailed cur
(You catch the paronomasia, play 'po’ words ?)

A few years later she gave me Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable,
the mere sight of which immediately recalls her. It is 2 book on every
page of which some seductive and irrelevant bypath tempts one away
from the purpose with which one opened it, and the inconsequent jumble
of its contents seems exactly appropriate to my memoties of Mrs Binns.

Long before these lasting possessions, she would give me every Christ-
mas a bound volume of Chums. This was a magazine for boys, of which
the weekly numbers were put together annually to make a fat heavy book
in a bright red cover. It could best be read sprawled on the hearth-rug,
head supported on elbows. How I despised the Boy’s Own Paper, full of
school stories about winning the house cricket cup! I turned at once to
the serials and first to those by S. S. Walkley, who ran a serial every year,
alternating between buccaneers, who would tumble into their boats with
imprecations fit to poison the moon, and - in the succeeding year —
Iroquois and courenrs-du-bois, who were incomprehensibly involved in
wars in America between the French and the English. I do not think
Mrs Binns ever read Chams to me herself and it seems to me now remark-
able in an old lady to have given a boy something so far removed from
her own taste. Only scraps of her varied conversation remain but I
remember that she had read Dickens in instalments and how eagerly she
had looked forward to the next issue. Mr Dickens, she thought, was the
funniest man there had ever been and it had really made her quite ill
when the hostler told Mr Pickwick that that horse would not shy, not
if it was to meet a vaggin-load of monkeys vith their tails burnt off. It
did not seem to me very funny. But I must have been impressed — since I
remember it so cleatly — by something of quite a different order which she
told me about Pickwick; the basic idea of the book, she said, was really
Don Quixote turned inside out, with a fat master and a thin servant in-
stead of a thin master and a fat servant. And of course there is a good deal
in this, though Mr Pickwick’s innocent benevolence is quite different
from Don Quixote’s romantic infatuation and Sam is a great deal sharper
than Sancho.

Perhaps it was because she talked so much of Pickwick that my
memoty of my old friend’s appearance is influenced by Tony Weller’s.
You must imagine a large stage-coachman turned into a little old lady
but both presented a general effect of shapelessness, of a person muffled
up to the chin, with a rubicund complexion. But I do not think small
children pay much attention to detail in the appearance of someone they
are used to. It is pleasure in the child’s company that arouses liking and
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of this I never had any doubt with Mrs Binns. Her husband was a rather
acid little man who had been a mining engineer in New Zealand. He
played golf on Sunday afternoons and I doubt whether he would have
found much amusement in chuckling over giddlies, but Mrs Binnsand I,
in the halcyon days before I went away to school, were happy together.

That after all is what matters to a child and I do not think I paid much
attention to her views on society, which were those of the Edwardian
Punch. Servants occasionally figured in her anecdotes but only because
their ignorance was funny. There was, for instance, a housemaid who
had once said to her that young ladies had nothing to do all day but lie
on the sofa and read novels. I did not ask her what she 44 have to do,
butI know now, because I heard later how she had replied to my mother’s
enquiry about music: ‘I play seven instruments and all of them perfectly.’
She must, I think, have had relations in the Southern States, for she
warned me against that wicked and misleading book Uncle Tons’s Cabin.
Slave-owners had been £ind to their slaves, she told me, and many slaves
had fought beside their masters against the upstart dollar-grabbing
Northerners. But to me all this was sleet off a duck’s back, a proverbial
phrase that I heard years later from an Indian prince, which would have
pleased Mrs Binns.

Many of my early memories are dated by the coronation of King
George V, when I was five. This, I suppose, is the way a pre-literate tribe
arranges its chronology, pegging every private event to some natural
phenomenon or public day of celebration. No one day could have held
all the events that I associate with that occasion. But it must have been
on that very morning that I went next door to help Mrs Binns with her
preparations for the evening. Every window was to be outlined in little
Chinese lanterns, in each of which was a candle; every candle must be
lighted in the morning and then blown out, so that it would light again
easily in the evening. ‘“We must black all their little noses,” said Mrs Binns.
In the afternoon I was sent to bed, to make up for the sleep I should lose
that evening. And there I remember a sensation that recurred. Every toe,
every finger, grew to gigantic proportions and tingled faintly and then I
too swelled till there was nothing else, no bed, no house, no village,
nothing but me. The tide ebbed quickly and there was only a little boy
lying in bed and someone — who, I wonder ? — was saying: ‘What have I
to do with this round-faced little object ? How did I get mixed up with
this queer little morsel ?’

But all that was forgotten in the evening when we drove, in a dog-cart
from the King’s Head, to the top of the Chevin — the ‘last hillin the Pennine
Range’ as my mother used to tell me. It was dark and there was a little
green light on the end of the driver’s whip which danced here and there
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like a fire-fly. There was a bonfire, like no bonfire I had ever seen before —
a great square tower, hundreds of feet high it seemed, made of old railway
sleepers laid crosswise. They must have been soaked in tar ot paraffin,
for as soon as a light was set to it, the whole structure burst into flame
and great spires and ropes of flame roared up to heaven like the tails of
ginger tom-cats. And there were rockets, sizzling slowly up into the sky
and lazily tumbling in glorious curves into green and silver and crimson
globes that burst like bubbles far overhead.

But it cannot really have been on Coronation Day that I was flipped,
like a pea from a thumb-nail, from my father’s first motor-car, to land by
the side of the road at the feet of a shying horse. He had put on the brake
very suddenly to avoid the excitable horse and out I went. The car was
a De Dion Bouton, one of the earlier models, open of course and with
no windscreen to impede my flight; since it was a very tall car in relation
to its length, there may have been some play about the upper works.
Its number was Rz, being the second car to have been registered in the
county of Derbyshire. There were two forward gears and no reverse;
to turn, it was necessary to find a natural slope leading off the road down
which one could run backwards by gravity.

When my father bought that first car, it became necessary to protect
against frost a place previously used for keeping a pony-trap. It had been
closed by a strong open-work iron gate and all that was necessary was to
bolt woodwork on to this gate to close the opening. Bates, the village
carpenter, came to inspect it. He measured the gate carefully but said
nothing.

‘Well,” said my father briskly, ‘will you do it?’

‘Noa, I wun’t,’ said Bates.

My father was astonished. “Why ever not?’ he asked.

“ Appen thee’ll go and soomeone else’ll tell me to take it down and a
pretty fool I should look,’ was his reply.

I have the impression that this was sometimes the reasoning of local
craftsmen I had to deal with years later in Dorset, but they would never
give so blunt a reply. “We’ll try to look in some time next week,’ they
would say, with no intention of ever being mixed up in an enterprise they
regarded as foolish and unnecessary, but with a carefulness to avoid
giving offence which belongs to that part of England south and west of
King Alfred’s settlement with the Danes. When I went away to school,
Bates was instructed to make me a good strong wooden play-box; he
made it so large and strong and heavy that I had to endure a good deal of
ridicule; it survived at least forty years and was eventually abandoned,
not because it was worn out, but because it was too cumbersome for
modern railway travel. The village cobbler was a man of similar tempera-



20 A SHAFT OF SUNLIGHT

ment, who would look gloomily at a pair of shoes brought to him for
repair and say he couldn’t possibly touch them for six weeks, but in the
end he would do them beautifully in half that time.

Duffield was still a village with a corporate life. Sometimes on a
Sunday morning there would be a Procession, and that was a great
occasion. The church was about a mile from the village, near the bridge
across the river Derwent which divided the parish; perhaps the village
site too had been there before the Black Death. The Procession would
startat the other end of the village and march past our house to the church.
There would be the Boy Scouts, with their band, the Church Lads’
Brigade, with theirs, the St John Ambulance Brigade — my father as
commandant at their head, very smart in a black frogged uniform with a
white band round the hat — and I do not remember how many other
organizations. The rest of us would follow, on foot. It was proper to
walk to church; I remember only two families who wentin a carriage and
pair.

In a village the size of Duffield, with a sprinkling of retired folk and
the beginnings of a suburban middle class, it was necessary, of course, for
the doctor to keep up appearances and do some entertaining, which had
hardly been necessary at Broadbottom. There were two maids in the
house and a woman who came perhaps twice a week to clean the house,
an occasional man in the garden and a boy to clean knives and boots and
deliver bottles of medicine. There were no vacuum cleaners and all the
heating was by coal fires, so that there was a lot of work; grates had to
be cleaned and fires laid every morning. My mother had been to a domes-
tic science course and for her there was a right way and a wrong way of
doing most things; if there were two ways — as for making raspberry
jam — she had long ago decided which was the better and it was incom-
parably better than anyone else’s. As to raspberry jam she was quite
right, as about most things; hers really did taste of fresh raspberries.
Everything must be home-made; it would have been a disgrace to buy
a cake or a pot of jam. It was a waste of money, for one thing, but, quite
apart from that, shop cakes and shop jam were not as good. They did not
taste as good and they were adulterated.

My mother always claimed that her maids stayed with her longer than
anyone else’s. I think they probably worked harder too; certainly their
work was carefully thought out and they were shown exactly how to do
it. To be one of our maids was not a post that called for initiative — but
it was important to be responsible. ‘This word, a favourite with head-
mistresses, meant reliable ot trustwotthy — as in the dictionary — but also
in my mother’s use, exactly obedient, which is not quite according to the
dictionary.
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Entertainment took several forms. There were days when my mother
was ‘At Home’; this meant something like twenty ladies dropping in to
tea, and they must be entertained with a great variety of delicate little
sandwiches and home-made cakes containing confections of raspberries
and cream or walnuts and honey; these were days of shared activity,
from which everyone — my mother and the maids alike — emerged with a
sense of triumph if one of the guests had asked for a recipe. There were
also tennis parties, at which no one played tennis very welland a good deal
of time was spent looking for lost balls in the shrubbery, and there were
dinner parties. None of my father’s friends or colleagues had a wife who
could organize such a good dinner as my mother — so he told her and so
she told me. It meant a sense of tension and excitement throughout the
house for at least two days beforehand, mounting steadily till the
moment when our parents came to say good-night, my mother radiant in
something silvery, filmy and sparkling, my father unfamiliar in a hard
shirt-front. It is not surprising that on such nights I would often wake
in a state of bewilderment and excitement and patter downstairs to the
dining-room.

On one such occasion, a strange thing happened, something for which
I could not account at the time. As often before, I was disturbed and
frightened, got out of bed and made my way to the drawing-room. But
I was quite ready to go back to bed if someone would come and sit by
me for a little. And I heard myself say, to my own surprise, that it was
my father I wanted, not my mother. It had always been clearly understood
by everyone in the house, including myself, that it was my mother to
whom I was devoted. How had this strange reversal come about? My
mother asked me the direct question. I could only answer that I did not
know. But some time later — I cannot say when, but perhaps after many
years — the reason became clear to me. My mother would have wanted
to know what had frightened me, and of course I should not have been
able to say. But my father, I knew instinctively, would say nothing; he
would simply sit by the bed and be there, a comforting, reassuring pre-
sence.
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GROWING A SHELL

I A Hard Decision

At some point before 1914, my parents came to a decision of importance
both for them and for me. It was in no way unusual; thousands of English
couples made similar resolutions at the same time. But it arose from an
institution that to most people not English seems eccentric, if not
positively cruel, while to my parents it involved many sacrifices of
pleasure and convenience.

The custom of sending away their sons, and later their daughters, had
grown steadily among the English from about the time of Waterloo till
the end of the era at Sarajevo. ‘It is an axiom among the English upper
classes,’ a Scottish professor remarked drily, ‘that the less their children
see of their parents the better — and perhaps they are right.” The age at
which boys left home crept downwards; the social level to which the
custom extended spread wider. New schools such as Marlborough and
Cheltenham were founded; old schools, with a reputation that had ex-
tended over the neighbouring countryside only, such as Blundell’s in
the west or Sedbergh in the north, began to draw their pupils from further
afield and local boys who came only for the day became fewer and fewer.
Preparatory schools, with a few exceptions, came later. In 1834, Tom
Brown’s private school was a very perfunctory affair; he went to Rugby
at eleven and stayed till he was eighteen. But by the time the old Queen
died, there was a regular pattern established. The private or prep school
took a boy from about eight to thirteen, the public school from thirteen
to eighteen. The ‘public’ schools were so called not merely to confuse
Americans; they were trusts, with a board of governors; no one made a
profit from them but they were the product of private enterprise and had
nothing to do with the state.

It was all very English. G. O. Trevelyan, later to be the biographer of
Macaulay, wrote: ‘How is it that thete are no tradesmen’s sons at Eton
or Harrow ? There is no law, written or unwritten, which excludes them
from those schools, and yet the boys take good care that if one comes he
shall not stay there very long.” That was in 1864 and by 1900 they wete



GROWING A SHELL 23

less exclusive. If the father had enough money, if the boy had survived
five years at a prep school, if he behaved in the right kind of way, he
would be tolerated. And of course there were gradations between schools,
as between regiments. Some were socially more esteemed, some were
superior academically. Nonetheless, in those Edwardian yeats, one
among the many broad social distinctions dividing the English people,
and perhaps one of the most clear-cut, lay between those who had been
through a prep school and a public school and those who had not.

There were no rules as to who should go to such schools nor were
there any rules as to the benefits they might bring. David Lloyd George
became Prime Minister and Wully Robertson a Field-Marshal without
such preliminaries. But they were exceptions and in general these pro-
longed rites de passage were the usual introduction to success in the learned
professions as well as in the armed forces, in politics, in banking and
large-scale business. My mother, as I have said, thought of education as
the key to a richer and fuller life but she was also socially ambitious. It
was she, as my father told me much later, who initiated the joint decision
to which I have referred. But in a true marriage — a stable marriage re-
garded by both parties as permanent —it is often a mistake to think of one
partner as deciding and the other as following. It is often a truly joint
decision, the marriage being like Donne’s well-known image of the
compasses:

If they be two, they are two so
As stiffe twin compasses are two,
Thy soule the fixt foot, makes no show
To move, but doth, if the’ other doe.

And though it in the center sit,
Yet when the other far doth rome
It leanes, and hearkens after it,
And growes erect, as that comes home.

There appears in such a marriage to be a still point but without the
still point there could be no dance.

The decision concerned both my parents deeply and affected their
lives for the next twenty-five years. When my father moved to his second
practice at Duffield, his income was about seven hundred pounds a year.
His aim at the time, he wrote later, was to make it a thousand. To send a
boy to a prep school cost something round a hundred and fifty, to a
public school rather more, to a university about three hundred. He could
hardly do this for one son and not for the other, and I had a sister too.
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He was embarking on a course which for about half his working life was
likely to commit him to paying out between a third and a half of what he
expected to be his income. Such was the force of this strange institution
and of my parents’ determination to do the best they could for their
children.

They went about it with circumspection. Some eight miles distant
was Repton, one of those ancient schools which had enlarged its local
reputation until it was national. Hete my parents knew one of the house-
masters and they sought his advice about the prep schools which sent
boys to Repton. Which did he think were the best at doing what they
were supposed to do — preparing a boy for a public school? He gave
them the names of two schools within a radius of fifty miles which he
considered outstanding. They visited both and chose Stancliffe Hall, a
few miles beyond Matlock, in North Derbyshire, on the edge of the
moors.

It was not a school like Summerfields at Oxford with a long-standing
reputation for excellence; its quality at that time was entirely the creation
of one man who was extraordinarily successful at getting results. He left
the school not long after 1 did and it then changed its character com-
pletely. I write only of the time I was there and of that one formidable
figure. There was a second headmaster who taught the lowest form
geography twice a week, a tall handsome man — complete Dornford
Yates — who showed parents round and who, we supposed, supplied
most of the capital. But the drive, the management, came from the other
partner whom we called HC.

I can still recall in the mind’s eye the pictures in the prospectus of
boys, relaxed and happy in the soft shady hats they wore in summer,
gossiping by the little squares of garden in which they grew mustard
and cress and spring onions, at work in the carpenter’s shop, or on their
rugs under the trees watching a cricket match. But such pictures, true in
a sense because those were activities in which we engaged, give no idea
of the atmosphere of a place that was intensely, and, as far as the head-
master was concerned, unremittingly professional. He impressed my
parents; I think it would have been surprising if he had not. They told
him quite frankly that my father was still building up a practice and had
a mortgage to pay off; it was important that I should win a scholarship.
Within a few weeks, he told them with confidence that he would get me a
scholarship. But I was idle, he said, and I should need alternate coaxing
and driving. I do not recall much coaxing, but perhaps that is an effect of
the memory.

On Sundays, we had an extra forty minutes in bed; of course we woke
at the same time on Sundays as on weekdays, just as the darkness glim-
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mered into light, and one Sunday morning, early in my first term, we
began to whisper. It was strictly forbidden to talk in the dormitory
between lights out and the rousing bell but in this, the most junior
dormitory in the school, we had a prefect who was new to his job; he
was also one of those people who hides indecision behind a pompous
manner and never commands respect. His ineffective reprimands en-
couraged us to talk louder and then one daring malefactor committed
the crime of crimes and got out of bed on the wrong side. To each bed
was allotted a mat, a basket in which clothes must be neatly folded and
stacked, and a jerry. That space, that mat and the territory as far as the
next bed was your ‘passage’. To go out of your passage was an indictable,
almost a capital, offence. This eight-year-old rufhian went so far as to get
out of bed into the next boy’s passage and shake hands with him. It was
done simply to show daring, because it was forbidden. And of course
when one had done it, another did. Altogether four of us committed this
unspeakable offence.

At this point a master walked along the corridor past the door of the
dormitory. There was no riot; there was no pillow-fighting. But there
was talking, the feeble protests of the prefect being the loudest. It was
enough to be heard through the door; the master looked in and there
was a boy out of bed. That Sunday morning we were segregated from
the rest of the school; the whole dormitory was ‘put into silence’, which
meant that no one must speak to us nor we to anyone, not even to each
other. We must play no games but were sent for silent walks, two by two,
in a crocodile, like a girls’ school, not actually chained wrist to wrist,
but with a strong sensation of being a convict gang. This lasted two days.
On Monday night both the headmasters appeared in the dormitory with
canes under their arms. They were both very large. They harangued us.
Then three of us were told to kneel on their beds in the attitudes of
Muslims at prayer. Each received three strokes on the buttocks. They
were full strokes delivered with the action of a man driving a golf-ball
from the tee. I was spared; I was told I had had a very narrow escape.

Many years later I read a defence of the ancient Indian punishment of
blowing to pieces, at the mouth of a cannon, a rebel against his sovereign.
It was, argued this writer, painless to the criminal because instantaneous,
while the effect on the beholders was deterrent in the extreme. As I read,
I recalled this early scene, to which the second part of the argument
certainly applied. In fact I do not think that caning was more frequent
at Stancliffe than at most other private schools of that period; when it
did occur, not many strokes were inflicted and I do not recall them as
very painful. But the waiting for execution and the deliberation of the
ritual had the effect of concentrating the mind wonderfully.
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There was a boy about a year older than myself who for some ancestral
reason was going to Rugby. He was an only child and his father was dead;
we understood that his father had married in old age and certainly his
mother, whom I met only once, seemed much older than anyone else’s
mother. Iassociate her with the most delicately cut cacumber sandwiches,
with an extreme precision of speech and gentleness of manner, with
being, in short, the most old-lady-like of old ladies. Her son was far mote
like an old lady than a boy. He hated games and the possibility of dirt or
physical pain. But he was not unpopular with us; he was a mischievous
and witty little being with a quick tongue. On some occasion he had been
impertinent in class to one of the mistresses who came to teach us as the
war continued. She took him to the headmaster’s study to be caned. But
at the first stroke he winced and cried out. He was brought into the
nearest classroom, which happened to be occupied by class B, the group
of seven who were being trained for next year’s scholarships. The cir-
cumstances were explained to us. Williams must learn to keep still and
not cry out and perhaps he would do better if we were there to watch.

He knelt on the floor before us to receive punishment and then sud-
denly raised his head.

‘Sir!” he said in his little old lady’s voice: ‘I think I might be able to
keep still if I knew how many I was to get.’

‘Four without flinching or squeaking,” he was told.

But at the first cut he cried: ‘Ow !’ and put his hand to the place. There
would be four more he was told and then:

‘Are you going to behave like this next term at Rugby ?’

‘Oh, sir, I hope not!’ he cried in an agony of sincerity.

It was the custom of the day to make jokes about schoolboys being
caned. Once when HC was drilling us in Greek irregular verbs an
assistant master came to the open window.

‘I am going down to the village,” he said. ‘Do you want anything?’

‘Yes,” said HC jovially, ‘I want a cane. A nice swishy one. It’s for B,
and B likes them swishy.’

We giggled sycophantically.

What cannot be defended even in Edwardian terms was the power
entrusted to dormitory prefects, who used to beat us for such offences
as not piling our clothes neatly in our baskets or whispering after lights
out. These were urchins of twelve or thirteen; the punishment was in-
flicted when the victim was wearing pyjamas, usually with the heel of 2
rubber shoe, held by the toe. In memory this was more painful than
caning, and ten or eleven with 2 gym shoe was just as much as T could
stand without weeping. One young tyrant decided that it was dull to fit
the number of strokes to the crime and he would give two strokes to the
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first offender, three to the second, whatever the offence, and so to twelve
when he would start again. But after eleven, an unnatural virtue set in,
so to break the lull he decided to make an arbitrary selection and give
someone twelve to bring the figure back to two. Another little monster
hit on the ingenious expedient of pricking alternate buttocks with a
needle. I have sometimes wondered about his later career.

Perhaps nothing shows more clearly the change in opinion over the
last sixty years than the treatment of a boy I shall call Prince. Perhaps he
was illegitimate; perhaps it was only that his parents were divorced. But
no parents ever came to see him and he had no friends. He was neither
stupid nor ugly nor coarse; in fact, he was rather a good-looking little
boy. But he stole things. It was not usually difficult to detect the culprit
and, since stealing was manifestly different from whispering in the dot-
mitory, caning was not enough and he would be birched. This was rare
and we asked him how it was done. He had to remove his lower garments
and lie on a cushion so that his bare bottom was slightly raised. He was
then beaten with a bundle of birch twigs. By a curious convention it was
considered ‘swinish’ to display the bottom when changing for football
but legitimate to ‘show your marks’ after a beating. Instead of the purple
weals left by a cane, to which we were accustomed, the birch left a
tangled network of thin red criss-cross lines. Poor little Prince was
never so near being a hero as when he “showed his marks’ in the dormi-
tory.

I spoke earlier of unremitting professionalism. This was most clearly
manifested in Greek and Latin, for which the two scholarship forms A
and B were taken entirely by HC. One evening he announced that
tomorrow he would test us on a subject we were supposed to know, the
way Latin prepositions combined with the ‘principal parts’ of Latin
irregular verbs. ‘Fero, I bear’, for instance has highly irregular principal
parts; it goes: Fero, ferre, tuli, latum. If combined with ‘ad’, meaning
‘towards’, it means ‘to fetch’ like the French apporter. But the perfect is
notad-tulibut attyli. Child’s play, I thought to myself; T have been through
all this gibberish before and this part of it is merely a matter of common-
sense and euphony. (Oh, yes, I knew that word and more than I now
remember about hendiadys, anacoluthon, synecdoche and many other
words that Fowler calls technical terms.) It is obviously easier to say
attuli than ad-tuli — and no doubt on the same principle it will go a/latum
instead of adlatum. So 1 made no special preparations and turned up for
this test with no more trepidation than usual. But the combinations are
less euphonious than I had supposed and instead of allatum it goes
adlatum. There were ten one-word questions. We exchanged papers and
marked each other’s, handed them back and read out the results. Russell
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had ten out of ten, Hedley had nine out of ten — Mason was bottom of
the class with no more than seven!

‘Did you look them up ?’

‘No, sir.’

“Why not ?’

‘I thought I knew them, sir.’

I was idle and inaccurate as usual; sentence was immediately pro-
nounced. I was excommunicated, under an interdict; I was ‘in silence’
and must allow no one to speak to me; I must play no games and hold no
book in my hand but Kennedy’s Latin Grammar until I could answer
correctly twenty consecutive questions on Latin irregular verbs, orally
and without hesitation. So for the next four days, Kennedy was my sole
companion. Every day I would say: ‘Please, sit, I think I know them.’

He would question me. Of course I could easily have recited the princi-
pal parts of every verb in the book if given straightforward questions.
But it was more often some tortuous conundrum with a trick such as:
‘From what two verbs could so-and-so come ?’ T once got up to seventeen.
I never achieved the twenty but after four days I was reprieved - some-
what bemused and probably murmuring Kennedy in my sleep.

We were a small school, of only sixty boys; we got four or five scholar-
ships most years and no one ever failed the Common Entrance Examina-
tion to the public schools. Indeed, some boys, those who were far from
bright, passed so well that they were put in forms where they stuck for
years. HC’s word was law. No one ever rebelled. He had power of com-
mand. He would have led a Chindit column against the Japanese in
Burma and men would have followed him to the death. He told me to
write to him twice a term after I left and for years I obeyed. He always
answered by return of post, on a single small sheet in a swift illegible
handwriting, the kind of letter a boy writes from school: ‘We have a
useful soccer team and beat Holm Leigh 3-2 and St Anselm’s 2-1...1
think Waldock minor is safe for his scholarship at Uppingham and
Baxter-Brown will get one at Winchester. Some day I shall realize my
life’s ambition and bring off the top schol. at Eton and Winchester the
same year but not this year . . . Glad to hear you have goneup aform . . .
Yours ever, HC’. His collection of stamps was immeasurably better than
ours and so were his moths and butterflies. He could play six of us
simultaneously at chess. He could spot a boy’s strong points and exploit
them. He knew for instance that while I could be taught to be fourth ot
fifth in Greek, Latin and Maths, I could usually be relied on to be first
in the English essay. To exploit strength is a soldiet’s art and this he did,
but a schoolmaster should also be something of a pastor and reinforce
weakness. This he did not do. If he thought a boy lacking in leadership
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or as an athlete he would write him off and let him see that he was written
off. And it might take time to live down that loss of confidence.

Years later someone of my own age said that at school he had come to
see that the Old Testament was magnificent literature. ‘But I could not
see that it had anything to do with me!” he went on. I was surprised; the
Old Testament I had read at my prep school had seemed to have every-
thing to do with me. There was a jealous and powerful god; if his people
did evil in his sight, he would chastise them for forty years. And then,
just as unaccountably, they would do good in his sight and would have
an easier time for forty years. My life was like that. I would suddenly be
told I was working badly and I must ‘go on reports’. This meant that
after every period I must show the teacher a paper with a square in which
he must write: ‘Inattentive’ or ‘Does not try’. This was in itself lowering
to any self-esteem one retained and it must be shown to HC at the end of
the week — a very anxious moment. I thought I knew just how the
Israelites felt about a jealous tribal god.

2 The Worst and the Best

While I was at Stancliffe, men on the Somme and at Paschendaele were
walking forward under machine-gun fire against barbed-wire entangle-
ments. Thousands upon thousands were killed in a single day. The names
of fathers and brothers who had been killed and of those who were still
serving with the forces were read out in chapel every Sunday. Boys
leaving public schools at eighteen would be commissioned at once and
within six months would be in the trenches. For a subaltern it was long
odds that he would never see his twentieth birthday. I do not know what
life at a public school was like under these circumstances, but at a prep
school death was still remote and seemed to us impossible. We played
with French 75-millimetre guns. We had some masters who were past
their best; the food was almost always repulsive and we were always a
little hungry, but it would be over before it was our turn and then the
world would go on as it had before.

Men measure time as though it were a substance like sea-water or
treacle or molten copper. But however accurately we measure it, we are
not much the wiser as to its nature. It is manifestly not one uniform
substance but of a different quality for each of us, at different times for
young and for old - for us, learning the principal parts of mnrw and the
paradigm of éBnpv with class B, and for men crouching in the trenches
and waiting for zero when, laden with cumbrous gear, they must climb
into an open space shredded with flying fragments of steel. It is absurd
and irrelevant, you may say, to dwell on these puerile preoccupations



30 A SHAFT OF SUNLIGHT

when death was so close to so many. But that is to mistake the nature of
time, which varies with the circumstances that enfold it. I am trying to
remember and describe one pocket of time which I expetienced, a
pocket of time which had not much more relevance to what was going on
in France than the encounter of Atahualpa with Pizarro. And I perceive,
as I read again the chapter [ have just written, that I have left out both the
worst of it and the best.

The worst of it was not sharp discipline and physical punishment. It
was lovelessness. I had been under discipline at home. My mother had
never heard the word ‘confrontation’, something which young mothers
today are taught to avoid. Indeed, she seemed almost to welcome it; on
one occasion, when I wished to take my teddy-bear to some function for
which she judged him unsuitable, she had asked whether I loved my
teddy-bear better than her. I was far too wise to give the answer which
at that moment sprang to mind. No child of the Edwardian age was
altogether a stranger to discipline. But it had always been accompanied
by love. I had never had any doubt that to my parents I was important.
It was indeed at about the time I went to Stancliffe that my mother told
me always to put the year as well as the month on my letters since it
would be such a help to my biographer. And, since my father was so
widely respected, everyone in the village treated me with indulgence.

But as soon as I arrived at Stancliffe everyone regarded me as the
meanest and the least of creatures. No one took any interest in me atall,
except HC and that was an interest one preferred to escape. The matron
was a hard grey-faced woman of whom all my memories are disagreeable.
It seemed to me peculiarly chilling that she should be unsympathetic. We
were supposed to tell her after breakfast if we did not feel well.

‘Please, Matron, I think I’ve got a bit of a sore throat.’

‘Did you eat your breakfast ?’

‘Yes, Matron, I did manage to eat my breakfast.’

‘Can’t be much of a sore throat then.’

But if later in the day you felt really ill, you would be reprimanded
for not having reported the first symptom after breakfast. Once there
came an undermatron who was young and pretty and kind. But she did
not stay very long.

It was, I suppose, this sense of being unloved and unwanted and even
disliked that made me run a temperature and start vomiting the day before
my second term began. But that passed. After a year or two, I found two
friends who had not much interest in soccer nor cricket nor collecting
stamps, still less butterflies with all the revolting paraphernalia of
killing bottles, relaxing cabinets and setting trays. (I did begin to collect
moths, because it was the proper thing to do. But one night as I lay in
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bed the killing bottle grew larger and larger, the top unscrewed and out
crawled, feathery and fluttery, a gigantic moth, pale and spectral, its
eyes glowing ruby-red. I gave up collecting moths.) The three of us
read grown-up thrillers and romances — Raffles and Arséne Lupin;
E. Phillips Oppenheim and Baroness Otczy; F. Marion Crawford and
Stanley J. Weyman. We despised the boy’s books on thick paper with
large print that the useful left-arm bowlers used to read. As schoolboys,
we identified ourselves with S7a/ky and Co in a scornful detachment. That
friendship — when one was not ‘in silence’ — made a constant oasis. And
there were other happy memories. Sometimes it was possible to get leave
to ‘go in the bushes’ where among acres of rhododendrons and chestnuts
a primitive kind of gang warfare was engrossing, while cricket to me was
boring. And sometimes on a fine Sunday in the summer we would go on
the moors and construct delectable fortresses among the heather.

Of course I had been spoilt at home and had to be weaned from the
infantile illusion that I was the centre of the world. But, you may well
ask, why was my mother, who was so deeply loving, not disturbed by
the sharpness of the weaning? For that there are several reasons. In
the first place I did not tell her a great deal about school. AllT wanted in
the holidays was to think of something else. It had very soon become
evident that she understood very little of what school was like. In an
early letter I had mentioned that someone in my form had ‘had swish’.
She had advised me not to have too much to do with ‘boys who get
swish as you callit’. This would have condemned me to the membership
of a very exclusive club indeed. It was clearly no use asking her advice
about school. Life was split into two parts, joyous holidays and stern
school. She knew of course that I did not want to go back; indeed, she
would have been hurt if I had.

But there is another point which is harder to convey. If some fairy
godmother had suddenly offered me the chance of leaving, would I have
said yes ? To get off the rest of the term, yes, of course, but to leave alto-
gether ? “What might have been is an abstraction’ and I do not know what
I should have said but I think it quite likely that I should have said no.
From both my parents I had drawn a strong feeling that it was proper to
finish what you began —and here I was, embarked on a course that seemed
inevitable — and after all I had friends and I did not know that any other
school would be better. Was not this what life was about ? I knew almost
by heart the early Kipling stories with their strong sense of commitment
to duties usually unpleasant and often dangerous and I had read a great
many naval stories by authors such as ‘Bartimeus’ and ‘Taffrail’, whose
characters were always ending their leave and just going off to the China
station. Call it sentimental, call it masochistic, call it what you will, but
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deep in middle-class Edwardian culture lay this sense of fate, of devotion
to a service, of a real life of harsh male endeavour, that was punctuated
by a dream life of happiness and affection. The feeling that it was right
to march stiff-lipped towards high adventure or a firing-party, a throne
or a scaffold, ran through all the books we read, The Prisoner of Zenda as
well as The Thirty-Nine Steps. It was there before the war; during the war
it was intensified by everything we read and heard about men going
back to the trenches and doing their bit.

Indeed, the unconscious purpose, I believe, of the prep schools and
public schools of England was to create just this effect. The child was to
be turned into a man — and a man who was prepared to depersonalize
himself on demand for war or imperial purposes. Hence Christian names
were suppressed, and even twin brothers of eight years old must refer
to each other as Smith major and Smith minor. Therefore it was an
indelicacy to speak of ‘my mother’; if she was referred to at all, it must
be in Latin.

It remains surprising that parents not only made such sacrifices to
send their children to such places but put up with such autocratic in-
structions from those they paid. At Stancliffe, for instance, parents were
not permitted to take their children to their own houses nor to any but
one privileged hotel, “The Peacock’ at Rowsley, an old-fashioned fishing
hotel near Haddon Hall. The only alternative was a picnic on the moors.
Half-term was for one Saturday and Sunday, during which one might go
out for limited periods; if your parents were coming, you asked a friend.
A sad abandoned little group stayed behind; one of them was always
Prince.

For my parents, the sacrifice was made greater by the war. My father
was commissioned in the Royal Army Medical Corps when he was
thirty-nine and he was absent for about three years. During that period,
he paid a fixed salary to a Jocum tenens, who proved a sad check to a practice
that had been growing healthily. My mother explained to me very clearly
the effects of war and inflation on professional people like ourselves, who
were growing poorer, while our neighbours, who manufactured steel
tubes and aeroplane engines, were growing richer. My mother must have
needed great courage and tesolution to support the doddering locam and
hold the practice together while at the same time doing vatious kinds of
wat work, first as commandant of a convalescent hospital for wounded
Belgian soldiers and later as organizer of a scheme for collecting war
savings. But she never failed to make our holidays delightful.

For summer holidays we did not usually go far away but to secluded
farms in North Derbyshire, and that only for a short stay. One in pat-
ticular I remember, where I first saw a stoat with a terrified rabbit, a high
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upland farm near the river Manifold, remote from road or railway,
where in memory a golden evening light seems always to be throwing
into relief the hummocks in turf kept fine by sheep. There too 1 watched
two horned rams fighting and wondered how each shock could fail to
stun them both. But there would be other times when my mother would
suddenly decide on an excursion and by ingenious use of the little branch
railway line and the main line to Matlock devise new and exciting cross-
country walks with picnic lunches. There was a vein of gaiety in her
nature that would suddenly break through the vigour and purpose on
which I have laid such stress. The air of mountain or mootland would
suddenly go to her head and she would want to run down hill or sud-
denly hold hands and dance like a child. No Greek huntress ever knew
a keener thrill of pleasure over a fat buck than she over the first field
mushroom. And she had a gift for devising treats, unexpected luxuries
which she told us we should enjoy and which we therefore did enjoy.
If we had ice cream it was made with real cream and real raspberries,
turned by hand in a machine filled with ice from the fishmonger’s. Be-
cause itdid not often happen, it really was a treat. It was a long time before
the moment — marking, I suppose, the end of childhood - when it oc-
curred to me to doubt whether I really did like a beverage called rasp-
berry vinegar which she would sometimes make as a treat on a hot
summer day.

Bathing, however, was a treat we never questioned. My mother
would clasp our hands and fling herself boldly against the short steep
waves of the icy North Sea, the rougher the better. When we limped
back —sandy and pimply-skinned, our teeth chattering — to the rock where
our clothes had been left, we would be enfolded in towels, rubbed dry,
stuffed into jerseys and fed on hot milk from a thermos with ginger-
bread biscuits. Such, we felt obscurely, was life; there would always be
enfolding towels and hot milk after cold waves and gritty sand.

Before I come to the new life that began in 1919, there are two un-
forgettable figures to be sketched. Most prep-school masters in wartime
were easy to forget but not these two. One comes straight from fiction.
Thirty years later a novel and a film came so close to him that perhaps
every school had someone like him. He taught mathematics with the
same professionalism as HC taught Latin and Greek; half-holidays were
for him days on which he could devote two hours of extra tuition to his
most promising pupils. The only peculiarity I remember about his teach-
ing was that in order to turn some mathematical abstraction into concrete
terms he used a strange bestiary of his own, of which the most prominent
inhabitant was the gephusky, so that instead of a hen and a half laying an
egg and a half in a day and a half, it would be a gephusky and a half — but
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at this point, doubt assails me as to the accuracy of my memory, for I
am not sure that gephuskies laid eggs. Though he often made us laugh,
no one took liberties with him.

But the remarkable thing about T'witch — so called because his initials
were T.W.H. - was his devotion to his profession. He never wanted to
escape from us like the others. They had dinner at half past seven; he
had supper with us at half past six on a crust and a radish. On Sundays,
when we hardly saw the rest, he had breakfast with us, heard each of us
repeat the collect for the day, inspected our letters home, making sure
that we had covered four pages neatly; marshalled us into chapel, took
us for a short walk before lunch and a longer walk after lunch, disttibuted
our weekly ration of sweets, and read to us before supper. The sweets
alone were a task at which most men would have rebelled; everyone was
expected to bring back something from the holidays but everything
went into a common pool and on Sunday — but no other day of the week
— each of us was allotted by Twitch exactly the same — two caramel
toffees, two peppermint drops and half a bar of chocolate or whatever it
might be. That was his Sunday. He never went away in the holidays.

And then the incredible thing happened. For the first time we had
mistresses. One of them was an instructress in physical training — trim
and slimin a gym tunic. And she married Twitch. It was like the coming
of the Arctic summer — thawing ice, green leaf, new life. She died within
a year. He told us himself. We were never to mention her name again.
The winter came back and once more he was the lonely schoolmastet,
the tip of an iceberg, no more.

No one could have been more different than the other figure. One
day HC was absent from Stancliffe; he came back as proud as a cat with
two tails. He had found an assistant master, shortly to be with us, who
was such a paragon as headmasters dare not dream of. He had been 2
blue at cricket and rugger, he had 2 VC and a first in Mods; he was
connected with half the nobility of Scotland. His name was Egerton-
Gordon and he had mote initials than anyone except the Prince of Wales.
He did not talk like an assistant master at a prep school but like someone
who had dropped in from a cricketing weekend at a country house. He
had Eton Rambler ties, IZ scarves and Harlequin blazets — all suitably
faded. He exuded a faint scent, sharp and agreeable, as though he carried
a bottle of smelling-salts in his pocket, and occasionally freshened his
brow with eau-de-cologne.

His conversation was entrancing. Once the classroom door was
closed, one anecdote would follow another — and always about sides of
life quite different from anything we heard from anyone else. There were
stoties about Oxford, in which undergraduates just back from illicit
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pleasures in London fled after midnight from proctors’ bulldogs;
stories of bitter encounters with gangs of poachers — who threw lime in
the faces of gamekeepers and the few sporting gentry who had come
out for the fun; of old lags — of whom he had once seen a lot when staying
on Dartmoor with a friend of his old man’s. And there were tales of
France, from which he had been invalided after gassing, which were not
at all like the stories in With French at the Front. ‘Imagine a short stretch
of the line with a thousand extra men pushed into it, all living on bully-
beef, in a blue funk waiting to go over the top and no sanitary arrange-
ments — not all violets, I can tell you.” Or the first gas attack, when ‘all we
knew was that the men must get a wet scarf or a comforter over their
mouths and noses and the only way to wet the scarf was to pee on it.’
It was much better than talk about stamps and googlies. What was more,
Egerton-Gordon appeared to like me. And then, one day, he had gone.

After I left, HC told me how by skilful detective work he had dis-
covered that Egerton-Gordon was not the man he had pretended to be
and that he had known prison from the inside, for impersonation and
false pretences. Rather later I met by chance one of the best of the war-
time mastets, one saved from the war by extreme short sight. I told him
this news and he smiled.

‘All the rest of us knew long before the headmaster!” he said.



>III <

OPENING VISTAS

1 A Team of Eccentrics

After Stancliffe, there followed five years of opening vistas, of growth,
of happiness. Part of this was due to the return of my father from the
army. He had come back, it seemed, younger, more my own size, mote
my own age, intensely companionable. “They are such friends,” my
mother used to say, watching us with pleasure and admiration, as we
pretended to wrestle or laughed at some absurd joke, but with a touch
of envy because she found it as a rule more difficult to cast off ‘responsi-
bility’, that favourite word of hers. It seems obvious fifty years later that
his presence took a strain off her and that I had felt that strain, just as his
absence had left me with something missing of which I had not been
aware. But outwardly the big change in my life was a new school, which
just as much as before was the real business of life, but which now was
far less grim.

The freedom and friendliness struck home the first day. New boys
came back a day earlier than everyone else. This gave us a moment, a
breathing-space, for acclimatization — not so much to the landscape,
though the fells, and particulatly the hill called Winder, seemed to tower
above the little huddle of the tiny market town more strangely close,
more intimately, than any hills T had seen before — but to the housemastet,
to the matron, to each other and to a world in which you could go for a
walk without a watchful master, where you need not change your shoes
every time you crossed the sill of the front door.

And the matron! Round and rosy-faced — she wasknowntousas ‘Poms’
and looked like an advertisement for cider — she was a daughter of the
Dales who had begun her working life as an under-kitchenmaidand now
seemed the most grandmotherly, the kindest and the happiest of all old
nurses. No one could take liberties with her, but her shining eyes spoke
of welcome and friendliness and pure enjoyment of life. After she retired
she would give tea parties to new boys in her tiny cottage at the corner
of the lane, and the more distinguished an old boy might be the more
certain he was to visit Poms — Edith Moorhouse —whenever he came back.



OPENING VISTAS 37

I had started out, in the summer of 1919, entered as a scholarship
candidate for Sedbergh, Uppingham and Rugby, and Sedbergh had
offered me a much better scholarship than anyone had dared to hope for.
In those days, the examination could be taken either at Sedbergh or in
Dean’s Yard, Westminster. For me the whole affair had been a gorgeous
treat. HC had taught me never to look anything up at the last moment
and never to give an examination paper a thought once it had been
handed in. What was more, he had impressed these ideas on my mother.
There was a whole day away from school going to London, and another
going back, and there was my mother to meet me, gay and charming
and determined to make our little jaunt to Westminster a success, a
secret enterprise of our own, meeting me between examinations and
giving me delicious lunches. And, fortunately, by a kind of innate
irresponsibility — it would be pompous to call it trust in fate - I never
felt any apprehension about examinations.

The supreme piece of luck was a question that enabled me to write a
whole essay on ‘my favourite author’. At that moment, it was Kipling
and I had read practically everything he had written. I did not need to
nibble my pen and make up my mind; I just wrote as fastas I could. There
was, of course, an interview with the headmaster, W. N. Weech, who,
on this occasion, was all smiles and twinkles and friendly blue eyes. He
was a2 man who clearly and consciously played a role, putting on for his
public appearances a headmaster’s mask which he could take off when it
suited him. I believe now that his great gift was to recognize enthusiasm.
Atany rate, he led me on to talk happily about Kipling and he must have
judged that, however unfashionable this author might already have
become in literary circles, my zestful admiration made up for short-
comings in Greek prose and algebra.

There are minor differences between English public schools, as there
were between county regiments. These differences are often picturesque,
but I do not mean to dwell on matters which may be relevant to English
social history, such as that Sedbergh was founded as a chantry school in
1525 for the soul of Roger Lupton, provost of Eton, or that in the
seventeenth century the ushers or junior masters were remunerated by
chatrging a fee called cockpenny on the return of fighting cocks which
escaped from the cockpit. Nor shall I dwell on its fierce royalism in the
time of the Commonwealth not its many ups and downs, the most
dramatic being between a high point in the early nineteenth century, a
very low ebb forty years later, and a revival under Henry Hart, a disciple
of Arnold of Rugby. In Hart’s time, the school adopted an ideal of
simplicity and endurance and took as its motto Homer’s description of
Odysseus’s island kingdom of Ithaca which in Latin becomes Dara
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virum nutrix, a hard nurse of men. It was an ideal appropriate to the
Cumbrian hills and in keeping with one aspect of the Arnold tradition,
But it is my impression that at this time Weech was trying to steer the
school gently away from Sparta and certainly it was the aim of my own
housemaster to be Athenian.

It was the freedom that struck me. There were three half-holidays a
week and they were free not only from work but quite often from games
too. If you found cricket a bore and used a little tact, it was possible in
the summer, twice or even three times a week, to go on an expedition in
the incomparable country of the Lune and Rawthey valleys or into the
tangle of smooth rounded fells that lie north of Sedbergh. One favourite
outing was the steady climb, nowhere steep, to the rounded top of the
Calf, the knotted heart of that cluster of fells, over two thousand feet
above sea level. There you could hear the silence and on a clear day see
a glitter of silver threads and sequins that was the sea at Morecambe Bay,
thirty miles away to the south-west. From the Calf we would turn east
and make our way through broken peaty ground to the head of Cautley
Spout, where the little Cautley Beck fell in three long wavering falls
almost a thousand feet to the plain below and then went linking and
looping to join the Rawthey near the Crosskeys. It was a sharp scramble
down the Spout and then a moorland trudge to the Crosskeys. This was
a roadside farm that years ago had been an inn but now provided wondet-
ful teas with eggs and scones and rich plum cake with a slice of almond
paste through the middle. From there it was four miles and a quarter -
heel and toe, brisk as you could - by a winding lane, to and fro, back and
forth over the Rawthey, to be back at the house in time for a second tea.
Or there was tiled and cobbled Dent six miles away towards Whernside,
or to the west the deep clear green pools of the Lune.

It was not so easy to make use of an ordinary half-holiday in wintet
because Rugby football was taken much more seriously than cricket but
it did happen now and then, while in each term, winter and summer alike,
there wete three or four ‘extra halves’ when there were no games and
everyone was expected to go on some expedition, one that would reach
a point at least three miles from the school. And sometimes in the winter
there would be a morning-half, starting at eleven o’clock, and off we
would go with thick sandwiches in our pockets and the day before us.
But to preserve the almost sacred tradition of seeing the countryside on
foot, motor-cars were forbidden, even with one’s parents.

The admiration for the headmaster which I have come to feel in-
creasingly as I look back rests largely on his encouragement of the
eccentric and inspiring men who were his colleagues. He played in public
a role that was sometimes dampening, sometimes provocative, almost
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always steadying — but his staff was unconventional in the extreme. One
of these, certainly eccentric but not exactly inspiring, was A. J. Fowler,
brother of the famous H. J. Fowler, of the Oxford Dictionary and Modern
English Usage. To me he is the essence of that strand of Victotian England
expressed in Lewis Carroll, Edward Lear and C. S. Calverley, the don
who loved puns and nonsense. It was he who first lent me Trollope and
I think of him as essentially a character from Trollope, though not very
likeany particular character unless perhaps there isa touch of the Warden.
He had never shaved in his life and wore a trimly clipped full set of beard,
moustache and whiskers, like King George V. He said: ‘ain’tit, old man’,
and “otel’; he was full of riddles, puns and catches, sometimes in Latin
or Greek or a mixture of both with English. Sometimes everyone except
one recent arrival knew the answer to one of his macaronic riddles and
we would sit round like hunting dogs with our tongues lolling out till
the victim was entrapped and the incident closed with the bearded aside:
‘Haven’t caught anyone with that for years.” It was he who taught me
that a situation or an object cannot be more unique or less unique; it is
cither unique oritis not. You must never say ‘plausible’ without realizing
thatitis derogatory to the hearer, becauseit suggests that only the speaker
can see through the smooth fellow to whom it is applied. And I still
wince at mention of a third alternative.

He was sometimes hazily unaware of his immediate surroundings.
Once, when everyone else was joyously embarking on an extra half,
he put on his cap and gown and walked as usual dreamily up the hill from
his house to find the school buildings deserted. ‘I felt like the Queen of
Sheba,’ he said when he told the story. ‘The half was not told to me.” He
was born, charactetistically, on 29 February and on his thirteenth birth-
day his form gave him a football, which we judged appropriate. I have a
feeling that no one who had not met him could truly understand Victorian
England.

After Fowler, for four full years I was in the hands of enthusiasts.
In my second year I came into the form of S. C. Sharland. He had been a
Blundell’s scholar at Balliol in Jowett’s day. Perhaps some of his en-
thusiasms were a little too short-lived, his convictions a little too facile.
But that did not reduce his value for us. We were with him for only a year,
and he bubbled, he indubitably bubbled, with more than anyone could
tire of in a year.

It was the Lower VI Classical and we were still doing Latin and Greek.
But Sharland was not a polished classical scholar. It was the freshness of
his interests and his excitement about them that made hima good teacher.
His abiding joy was in the beauty of language, in particular Keats,
Matthew Arnold and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. He could ‘do’a Shakespeare
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play for an examination without poisoning it. He contrasted Shake-
peare’s Richard II with what was known of the historical Richard, and
then we were invited to consider whether he was a first study, a sketch,
for Hamlet. He found us historical novels to illustrate any period of
history that he taught. But as a teacher I chiefly remember him sitting on
his desk with his hands beneath him, shifting his weight from one to the
other in his eagerness to convey to us the full meaning of a stanza of
Keats, to bring out the harmonies, to give the verse its full ring, the full
range of sonorous, sensuous many-coloured sound. He made us all
learn poetry and persuaded many of us to write poetry, to read poetry,
to hear poetry in our heads.

What was also exciting was that he taught us to work on out own.
Everyone in the form had a ‘stunt’, usually I think two ‘stunts’ a term.
The stunt might be on almost any subject; I did a long one on the
organization and field system of a mediaeval village and a shott one ona
book of poems by J. C. Squire. Whatever it was, you had to get it up on
your own and read a paper on it to the class; there were about eighteen in
the class. We were never under the shadow of examinations; of coutse
we took the School Certificate and the Higher Certificate but entirely in
our stride.

Sharland also made us look at pictures and gave gramophone recitals,
with a gramophone of high quality for its day, running by clockwork
which was wound by hand, with a huge red horn, like that in the famous
old advertisement for His Master’s Voice. Sometimes on an extra half
he would invite two of us to tea, usually at the tiny village of Howgill -
where he had a favourite cottage for teas —a village reached over the fells,
through heather and over sheep-bitten turf, skirting the western slopes
of Winder, and crossing I forget how many valleys carved by the becks
running down from Winder and the Calf. There would be eggs for tea
and apple pasty and talk, schoolmastet’s talk no doubt, but enjoyable
because of its zest. And then we would go back along Howgill Lane,
just wide enough for three, going down to cross a beck by a fern-sprinkled
stone bridge, and up between high hedges where in June the dark
northern dog-rose was brilliant. It was not only because of the tea that
we enjoyed such outings.

But my deepest and most permanent debt to Sharland is a mental
image. I have written of this before but the justification for saying some
things again is simply that all your life they colour what you think and
much that you do. It is a metaphor, a way of looking at life, a vision to
which often experience can be related.

Pictute a globe, sometimes quite small, sometimes immense. It is
opaque, ot mainly opaque and partly translucent, thinly swathed in
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switling mist. It is not the terrestrial globe but an entite universe of
space and time and spirit. Within it is a light, a glory, too bright for
human eyes to stand, but the whole globe is pricked and starred and
studded with tiny points of light of different colours and intensities where
the radiance from within comes through. It is all one radiance. You are
seeing these points of light when you listen to a Brandenburg Concerto
ot a Beethoven symphony; if you read with care the Bhagavad Gita or
Dante or the poems of Kabir or Tagore.

No doubt the picture has changed in my mind and I have added new
bits and forgotten others, but I should now include among these points
of light, these pinpricks in the formless fog of the opacity, the life of some
quite simple person, a woman perhaps who had scrubbed floors all her
days for other peoplein order to supplement her husband’s earnings, who
had brought up her children decently and seen them through their
troubles. And I should include a field well ploughed, a hedge well cut
and laid, a well-grown rose-bush and a cutter close-hauled slicing into a
Force 6 south-wester in the Solent. I would go on almost indefinitely
and include James Thurber and Beachcomber as well as Eliot and
Gerard Manley Hopkins — but the colours are as varied as the colours of
the rainbow, and some are far more intense than others, shining through
the swirling fog like the beam of a lighthouse, while others are so faint
you cannot be sure from one minute to the next that they are there at all.

In Sharland’s picture there was one clear point where the light from
within the globe shone through quite clearly, and it was white - and
white is simply the presence of all the colours at once. I am not sure that
I can now regard that as an adequate image of the Incarnation — but then
no image is ever adequate and this is not a theological treatise. But the
enduring habit of thought that image gave me helped me to see why
Hindu pilgrims went to bathe wherever two streams joined near the
sources of the Ganges. And again I have seldom been more aware of that
lighthouse beam than in Akbar’s great lonely mosque at Fatehpur Sikri.

We were with Sharland for a year, and that left three years of prepara-
tion for a university. I ventured to ask if I might read English Literature
at Oxford. Weech, now at his most headmasterly and Johnsonian,
opened his eyes - no longer twinkling — to their widest and informed me
that English literature was a subject women read. Only a second-rate
college would permit it in a man. I must try for a scholarship in history
and even that must be stiffened by at least some knowledge of Spanish or
German.

So for the next three years it was history for about two-thirds of my
time under the most inspiring man I have ever had the good fortune to
meet.
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2 A Most Inspiring Man

Until I came to know him I had thought of Neville Gorton as something
of a joke. His clothes were always incredibly old and incongruous -
bright blue, thick woollen stockings, shapeless breeches, a ragged cardi-
gan, a fragment of clerical waistcoat that was always escaping and having
to be pushed back by an eagerly gesticulating hand, a mere wisp of a
tattered gown slung round the neck like a scarf. I had seen him at school
concerts; he had a fine tenor voice and would attempt ambitious songs
that moved him but he would suddenly break down and exclaim: ‘Dash
it, I’ve forgotten the words!” When his turn came to preach in chapel,
he was quite likely to throw away his script as he entered the pulpit;
there was something wrong with it, it was not what he wanted to say,
he must start all over again with a new intensity. A phrase from one of
his sermons comes back: ‘What the Lord said was: ‘“Peter, you are a
brick!”’

Years later, when he was Bishop of Coventry the Archbishop of the
day said that he was a man through whom the Holy Spirit blew in great
gusts — and that was exactly right. Of the dozens of stories told of him
when he was Bishop of Coventry, my favourite — and it is true — is of the
procession which was moving through the streets to a church where 2
new vicar was to be inducted. They formed up and moved off in all their
robes, the Bishop in the rear with mitre, cope and crozier. But at the
church door he was not to be found — he had seen an old lady leaning
over her gate to watch the procession, stopped to chat with her and
become so interested that he went into the house with her and there they
found him — mitre and all - sitting on a corner of her kitchen table deep
in conversation.

It was not surprising then that to boys of fourteen who did not know
him, Neville* seemed at firsta comic figure. But it was altogether different
when I came under his guidance. There were only six or seven of us who
meant to try for history scholarships; officially we were part of the Upper
Sixth Classical. They, poor deats, sat doing so many lines a day of
Aeschylus or Thucydides, while we sat at the back doing our own thing.
Of the two-thirds of our time spent on what was loosely called history,
only about a third was actually in class with Neville. The rest of the time
was given to what Sharland had called ‘stunts’ and the object was not to
make us pass an examination but to educate us.

* Neville Gorton was known at this time to masters and boys alike as Gorty. But
after I left he always signed his letters to me Neville and I called him by that name, so
it seems sensible to keep to that. The same consideration makes me speak of Gerald

Meister throughout this chapter by his Christian name, though at school we referred
to him by a nickname for which I never heard 2 convincing explanation.
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Neville’s method was to give you a book, discuss it with you a little,
and then tell you to get on with it. After a little there would be more
discussion. ‘What do you like init ? What interests you ? What would you
like to write an essay on?” And after a bit you would do your essay and
there would be another discussion. ‘Good phrase that. Is that your own ?’
But much more often: ‘Weak phrase that. Can’t you see how much
stronger it would be if you put it the other way round ?* He taught us to
use metaphor, to break up our sentences, to search for epigram, to
despise flabby writing. We had to be terse, Tacitean, sharp. Every sen-
tence must mean something. And the whole must hang together and the
argument flow. He gave us dangerous models, Chesterton, Guedalla,
Belloc. But above all he kept us interested. I read Grant Robertson’s
book on Bismarck and wrote an essay on the unification of Germany.
Can it really have been planned step by step with such exact foresight as
I then supposed ? But Neville spent his criticism on the shape, the clarity
with which events were presented, the vigour of the phraseology. Then
he remarked that that had been a good solid bit of history and I probably
needed a change, so he gave me a lovely great illustrated book on Italian
Renaissance painters. I read The Brothers Karamazgov and Crime and
Punishment and von Hiigel on The Mystical Element in Religion and de
Tocqueville’s Ancien Régime and Maine’s Ancient Law and Tawney’s
Acquisitive Society — a mixed bag indeed, but running through it always
the basic idea of keeping us on our toes, of alternating tough going with
something more congenial, always with the knowledge that we should
have to comment and to justify what we said.

As well as finding time for guiding us in all these different ploys, he
would talk to us a great deal, quite unpredictably, sometimes for several
days together on some many-volumed account of the French Revolution
that he was deep in himself and then quite suddenly he would switch to
some philosophical or theological problem that he was wrestling with or
something to do with painting. He never talked down to us; he never
potted anything for us to learn. He was always trying to work something
out for himself and give us a share init; we must keep up as best we could
and let it flow over us and then try to reconstruct on our own lines.
Emotionally he was deeply Catholic; socially he was radical and a
socialist of the school of R.H. Tawney; at the same time he wasa humanist
and passionately moved by beauty.

It sounds very haphazard and in detail it was. Perhaps if you had only
a year with him it would not have worked. Undoubtedly I was idle at
first. But before long, every one of us came to recognize 2 new sort of
discipline; we were aware of a fierceness in him, an intolerance of the
second-best — not of the intellectual second-best, of dullness, of mere
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failure to comprehend, but of lack of sympathy, of lack of consideration
for others, of the closed, callous, indifferent mind. One Sunday evening
a colleague preached a sermon in chapel to the effect that there always
had been war and that to prepare for war was the best way to get peace;
indeed, it might be justifiable to get your blow in first. The delivery was
dull, the style prosaic, the matter conventional and insensitive. ‘How
did you like the sermon, sir?” one of us asked next morning with mote
than a touch of slyness. Neville sprang to his feet and paced fiercely to
and fro. At last he burst out: ‘Mr . . . ought to be burnt! No, I mean it.
I really mean it. He is the sort of person who justifies everything done by
the Inquisition.” But, if that man had been in trouble, he would have
given him his last penny. I do in fact remember two friends of his who
fell into what might be called disgrace and lonely poverty, to whom he
gave a home in their last days. But the fierceness was always there. I can
see him in the sharp shapes and colours of El Greco, driving the money-
changers from the temple with knotted cords.

I still bear from those cords one deep scar which I deserved. Un-
employment was not yet as bad as it became in the Thirties but it was bad.
One day Neville told us all to leave whatever we were doing and write a
leading article on unemployment, taking as our model any newspaper we
liked. I suppose I was sulky at being taken off whatever I was working
on; I know Ididn’t want to do it. Instead of taking it setiously I scribbled
off at top speed something meant to be funny in what I imagined was the
style of left-wing demagogy at its worst. Next day, Neville talked about
unemployment and what it meant to men and what could be done about
it. Then he commented on what the others had done, picturing themselves
on the staff of The Times ot the Guardian. Mine he threw back, saying in
biting tones: ‘As for this, I can only call it an appalling example of moral
obliquity in the face of a serious problem.’ I felt my face slowly turn a
dark red. He was right and I knew it. It happened in the first few months
of my time with him. It would not have crossed my mind a year later.
Even today I can think of no sharper test to apply to any moral dilemma
than to consider what his reaction would be.

I am making him sound solemn but peals of happy laughter, often at
himself, would break into any conversation with him and I have never
known anyone who was less a respecter of persons. His affection included
the latest joined and most ignorant urchin at the bottom of the school
and the boy who spent all his time watching ravens and catching moles
as well as his most promising pupil. It included a shepherd he had met on
the fells; Harvey Askew, the shoemaker behind his counter in the town -
interrupting his trade to demonstrate a nice point in the tying of a fly for
the Rawthey — whoever, in short, he was talking to, unless he showed
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himself callous or cruel or brutal. He never looked like a clergyman nor
talked like a clergyman but in a mysterious way he was always a priest.
He never preached a finished sermon nor wrote a finished piece of prose,
because he was always wrestling with principalities and powers and
could never be sure he had got them down. But when he turned to the
people and said: “Therefore with angels and archangels and with all the
company of heaven we laud and magnify thy glorious Name . ..’ you
knew that they were there. You could hear the beat of mighty pinions
beneath the vaulted roof, crowding for a timeless moment out of time-
lessness into time.

He was quite sure about the intersection of timelessness with time.
Just before I left, I remember saying to him one day as we walked down
from school - in exactly the mood which I can see now he had tried to
induce in me — that there were so many marvellous things in the world
to see and rejoice in and try to do that one life was far too short. ‘All the
more reason,’ he replied with his happy smile, ‘for hurrying on to the next
life where you’ll be able to do them all superlatively.’

While I knew him he became a housemaster and he married, events
that might have been expected to exercise a stabilizing influence and so 1
suppose to a minimal extent they did. He became a trifle less noticeably
a stranger upon earth. He became a trifle more likely to answer a letter —
though just as illegibly — a trifle more likely to keep an appointment —
though still at breakneck speed in an ancient car of once high quality —
but essentially he was the same. Other men have dwindled as I have
grown older but not Neville Gorton. I never met him without feeling
braced, invigorated, refreshed, aware that for a moment I had seen a
tongue of flame.

Three years of such a man, from fifteen to eighteen, mark you for life.
You may disregard or forget, perhaps for years, but you are bound to
come back. It is as though you had been brought up by Jesuits. My house-
master, Gerald Meister, was almost as different from Neville Gorton
as were my two grandfathers from each other. His trim spare figure was
always neatly dressed, usually in a well-cut but old and well-worn suit of
grey flannel. How do such men avoid the solecism of ever wearing a new
suit and yet never show a frayed cuff or elbow ? He was precise in speech
and thought, exact in punctuality; his writing was legible, he was con-
ventional though abstemious in his way of life. He was a mathematician.
Yet he and Neville were close friends. They were both affectionate ; they
both enjoyed games without any stupid idolatry; they both liked to talk
ideas, they liked fresh ideas. But there was something deeper than that.
Both, I think, were what soldiers call a good officer. Each put the care of
the men under his command before his own convenience.
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Over Gerald’s desk hung a reproduction of Ghirlandaio’s well-known
picture of the man with a carbuncular nose looking with affection at his
grandson. He often spoke of this picture; he loved the beauty of the
man’s expression in spite of his deformity. It was perhaps the key to his
nature, his concernfor people. He had become a housemaster when young
and kept his house for about twenty-one years; he had to give it up some
time before retiring age, but he could not bear the thought of staying onat
Sedbergh without his beloved house.

There was a standard of esteem in our house which had very little
to do with games or success of any kind. We had a brilliant athlete among
us who won his colours for cricket in his first year and for rugger in his
second. He became a rugger international later and he could play any
game brilliantly. ‘Up at school’ he was a hero but in the house, though
there was nothing against him and no one disliked him, there was a
slight but quite perceptible feeling that he should be kept in his place; all
this athletic success was creditable but it should not promote him in
either the official or the unofficial hierarchy. On the other hand, we had a
boy in pebble glasses who could not see a cricket ball till it almost touched
his bat, who could not see even a high-kicked rugger ball till it began to
drop towards him, and who yet by the gallantry of his tackling made
himselfa creditable full back ; he was of no more than average competence
inany other field, but he was one of the most respected boys in the house.
He never showed off and he had guts; he was modest, straightforward,
kind and funny, in a simple absurd unhurtful way of his own. Everyone
liked him and paid attention to what he said. I am sure that in part this
standard of values was due to our housemaster.

In my last year, I used to stay behind after house prayers for ten
minutes in the interval before the beginning of late prep. It was a moment
to which Ilooked forward. I could not talk to Gerald about mathematics
but he could talk to me about anything with which I was bubbling at the
moment; in particular he loved to talk about the Renaissance in Italy.
He spoke once of the widow of a former headmaster who was a friend
of his. ‘If it weren’t for her,” he said once, ‘I think I should say that no
one could be truly civilized — whatever that may mean — without at least
a grounding in Latin and Greek. But then she studies Dante, and that of
course is a life’s work in itself.” I could talk to him on almost any subject
in carpet slippers without that sense that one might at any moment see a
kingfisher catch fire that was always there with Neville.

There was also the seniot science master, universally known as Bobby,
with whom I nevet had any contact. He was grimily negligent, like a
caricature of a science master, and was reputed to speak through clenched
teeth, as a skull might speak. He was a mountaineer and took boys on
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Lakeland climbs. On one occasion he lost his foothold on an exposed and
precipitous face. When at last the incident came to an end without
disaster, he was heard, by those near enough, to say in his usual close-
bitten tones: ‘Lucky I’ve got strong fingernails.” He spent some twenty-
five years in trying to perfect a seven-day clock which for every form in
the school would announce by bells the beginning and end of every
period, with the addition of an admonitory cough five minutes before
the end. It was easy enough, apparently, to adapt it for a week with three
whole schooldays and three half-holidays and with shorter periods in
the Lower school than in the Upper, but he could never quite make it
record the fact that on some days the break was five minutes longer than
on others.

I do not pretend fully to understand Weech. I have said that as head-
master he put on a mask. It was ponderous, Johnsonian, apparently
pompous. As a teacher he made a point of being extremely exacting but
unaccountable. He challenged, he provoked, he allowed himself to be
led into digressions. These were interesting, varied and often funny —
but it was unwise to laugh. The Scythians were reported to drink blood,
mare’s milk and water. “They seem to have kept a very unhealthy cellar’
was his comment, accompanied by a challenging stare that quelled even a
nervous giggle. On one occasion he was holding forth on tyranny and
the assassination of Julius Caesar: ‘Brutus,” he announced in his most
ponderous Johnsonian manner, ‘was a Whig and a prig.’ I treasured this,
and a fortnight later — the subject now being The Hero in Antiquity -
my chance came. ‘And who, Mason, would be _yo#r hero in antiquity »’
‘Brutus, sir,” I piped, innocent as a lamb - and believed he had fallen into
my trap.

But I fell unhesitatingly into his traps. His main purpose, I think now,
was to make us defend the radicalism we imbibed from Neville. He
referred one day to the unemployed as men who refuse to work — and
gazed round with a challenging blue stare. I jumped into the pit at once.
‘But where are they to get work, sit ?” ‘In Australia,” he replied and made
me try — splutteringly — to explain why the whole of the Rhondda valley
could not be sentenced to transportation for life without having even
poached a hare.

Of course he was being deliberately provocative. The man he pre-
tended to be would never have allowed Brendan Bracken, the day before
the beginning of term, to turn up newly landed from Australia, without
appointment ot previous arrangement, sign a cheque for his first term’s
fees and come in to School House as a new boy of at least sixteen. To me
it now seems that there was magnanimity in holding together so eccentric
and heterogeneous a team and allowing himself so often to appear in a
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role sometimes ogteish, frequently pompous and repressive. But why
it should have been necessary to disguise himself so heavily I have never
understood. There must somewhere I suppose have been some deep
diffidence — but we never saw a sign of it.

‘In my end is my beginning’ and to have lived five years in so beautiful
a place can never be forgotten. When I was a boy it was the fells that
stirred me. You could see them from near Danny Bridge on the road to
Wensleydale, like a cluster of great golden elephants — round domestic
Indian elephants of course, not the gaunt black African variety with their
vast ears and inadequate hindquarters. And when I had reached the top
of Calf and heard the curlew and the blackcock, there would come over
me sometimes that gaiety that invaded my mother in the mountains, or
sometimes instead a longing to be alone, to be quiet, to soak in the soli-
tude. But when I came back forty years later, though the fells, even after
the Himalayas, were no less impressive, there was a new pull at the heart,
something I had taken for granted before, something that would take
me unawares, almost like the clutch of a baby’s hand on your finger. It
would be a corner where a lane turned to the round arch of a little stone
bridge beneath a rowan, or it would be the entrance to a farm with its
roughly cut stones of slate-blue and brownish-grey and its stand of six
or seven ash trees. Such a picture might confront the eyes whenever the
winding dipping lane below the fells crossed a beck.

There was one moment of a special, an unexpected consciousness.
The light was fading in a clear sky. It was my last summer at Sedbergh
and everyone else was in bed; I suppose it was in May. I stood at a win-
dow at the top of the house with my elbows on the sill and looked across
the tiled roofs and narrow back streets of the stony little town. Winder,
the nearest, the steepest, the most intimate, of all the hills, hung strangely
close, sombre already and almost menacing. There was a tree in blossom,
perhaps a very late apple in someone’s back garden. I felt I could notbear
to leave so much beauty. In a sense I never have.

It was a moment in and out of time. But it is only in time that you recall
it.
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BLISS WASIT...

1 Finding Friends

“Tea is served, gentlemen.’

We were scribbling away, several hundred of us, about the Industrial
Revolution or the liberation of Italy and a dozen other subjects, on a
December afternoon — one of those cheerless afternoons to which
Oxford contributes a chill damp mugginess all its own — when the doors
of the vast Victorian Gothic hall opened and closed behind a butler, in a
morning coat and a black bow tie.

We left the enclosure of the common land or the rise of the Jacobins
in the French revolution and went to geta cup of tea, a thin sandwich and
a pink sugary cake, which we took to our places and went on scribbling.
It seemed a very civilized way of conducting an examination. We were
suddenly being treated as grown-ups. Collectively, we were addressed
as ‘gentlemen’, instead of ‘boys’; formally I was Mr Mason. I was invited
to dine at High Table in Balliol; after dinner, back in the Senior Common
Room, Kenneth Bell, who was my host, said; ‘I’ve been reading your
stuff. Like it. Like your style. Very few adjectives.” To be told, at seven-
teen, that one bad a style! Neither he nor I realized that it was really
Neville Gorton’s style.

1 was never Kenneth Bell’s pupil and I am told he was not a successful
tutor in the sense of getting good results in examinations. But Anthony
Powell writes of him as an educating influence and he was certainly
excellent at making a scholarship candidate feel at home. In any case,
after four years of Balliol indoctrination, I felt I almost belonged to the
place already; it had hardly crossed my mind as a serious proposition
that I might have to go somewhere else. I must have chattered away,
quite at ease. Kenneth Bell later made a remark that I treasure. “There are
two schools,” he said, ‘which send up young men who talk freely about
their ideas. One is Eton, where they have been taught to talk; the other
is Sedbergh, where they have never been taught not to.’

This readiness to talk was something of an obstacle in finding a place
among those of my own age. There was a note of guarded smoothness
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which sometimes met any step towards friendliness, the note which
Americans so often resent in the English. At Sedbergh, T had hardly
encountered this polite, defensive, glacial veneer. Something of the
heather and the curlew still hung about me. I was certainly rural and
possibly rustic.

Balliol was a strange society, varied, tolerant and exciting, and there
is still something mysterious to me about the opening moves - like the
first notes of drowsy birds waking in spring, like an orchestra tuning up,
pethaps like the first stirring of a tune in a composer’s mind - that
helped us to get a “fit’, to find the particular place that we did, and to
determine which of the many influences that surrounded us should claim
our affections and lead to life-long friendships. How did we sort ourselves
out and work ourselves into the network of overlapping groups that
began to coalesce and separate themselves and form themselves again?

There were about two hundred undergraduates, which for an Oxford
college was large, and there was very little conventional division into
‘years’. Of course a fresher was a little uncertain in his first term, but
after that there was hardly any feeling that to be ‘senior’ meant anything
at all. On the other hand, there was a wide social range. Crown Prince
Olaf of Norway — now the King — came up in my year; he was in himself
a friendly, rather middle-class, figure, much more approachable than
some of the English, for whom that guarded smoothness was never
relaxed. But in his case most of us felt a certain reluctance to seek a
closer acquaintance which might earn the reproach of tuft-hunting. We
had a marquis who would later be a duke, an Arab royalty, a Polish prince,
an Irish peer ot two, more than our share of Rhodes scholars, particularly
American, two or three Indians, not a single African, more Scots than
most colleges, more than a handful of Etonians, a sample or two from
most public schools and a sprinkling from ‘grammar schools’ which were
still day schools and therefore still local — but not, in those fat-off days,
one member of the college who could be thought of as ‘working class’.

But of course interests, temperaments and social background formed
us into groups, most of which overlapped. There were a few at one end
of the scale who could be cleatly labelled ‘hearties’, a few at the other
who were just as cleatly ‘aesthetes’. Some of the latter in fact labelled
themselves by a uniform which I still think was picturesque. It was the
day of ‘Oxford bags’; all trousers bought in Oxford were a little wider
than they would have been in London, but the aesthetes wote trousets
extravagantly wide, sometimes as much as twenty-four inches at the
ankle, really twin skirts, and of delicate pastel shades, mauve or lilac
ot strawberry-and-cream, worn usually with a dark, close-fitting, rather
formal jacket and a flowing tie, also in a pastel shade. Peter Quennell,
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being tall, looked splendid in such clothes; Cyril Connolly was less im-
pressive. Theliterary figure who was later to be the most famous, Graham
Greene, appeared aloof from the committed aesthetes, already distin-
guished by an expression of sad awareness. Anthony Powell was already
playing to perfection the part for which he casts the narratorin his novels,
the almost invisible man, the universal unobtrusive confidant and ob-
server. The central group of committed aesthetes to my nostril distilled
a distinctly feline effluence, not quite what one might expect from a
couched Brazilian jaguar, not so rank nor so feral, but distinctly catty.

In the middle ground between these extremes lay most of the college.
It was in the first few weeks that the process of trying each other out
was most tentative. My first close contact was with Dingle Foot, then
an ardent Liberal, later Solicitor-General in a Labour administration.
But he was a committed politician and it soon became clear to me that I
was not; we drifted apart. We were all feeling our way; we would ask
each other to tea, ordering hot anchovy toast to be sent up to our rooms
from the Junior Common Room in a covered dish to go in front of the
fire, perhaps with thin little sandwiches of foie gras, adding perhaps a
walnut cake from Fuller’s in the Cornmarket.

In those far-off days the dons felt a concern for their pupils in every
aspect of their lives. There were distinct attempts to help us to mix. One
of these was ‘Freshers’ Essays’. The newcomers were divided into
batches of four, who had embarked on different subjects and otherwise
might not have been thrown together. Each batch was allotted for half a
term to a tutor to whom they would not normally show work. The first
don to whom my batch went was Cyril Bailey, famous for his lectures
on Lucretius. Most of the dons we met in this way asked us to a2 meal;
Cytil made me almost part of his household at “The King’s Mound’, as
he did to many others. But most of them were pupils of his own, reading
the classics. For me his kindness was a special gift; the people he helped
me to meet were the main influence of my time at Balliol. In my first
Easter Vacation, he invited me to a reading party at a farm house, at
Little Stretton near the Long Mynd.

The patty consisted of Cyril and his wife Gemma and six under-
graduates, three in their third year, three in their first. The older three
included Henry Brooke, one day to be Home Secretary, and Walter
Oakeshott, later Headmaster of Winchester; among the three freshers
Morris Whitehouse and I had already begun to be friends. The life we
led would seem to the modetn undergraduate as remote as though we
had been on the moon. It was a big comfortable farmhouse, with a
dining-room that had once been a kitchen, where hams hung to be
smoked. After breakfast we settled down to our books, all eight of us,



52 A SHAFT OF SUNLIGHT

and read till lunch. After lunch, we might split into parties but as a rule
did something together, walking on the Long Mynd — where I felt almost
as though I were back on the fells at Sedbergh — or using bicycles for a
longer excursion to Stokesay Castle or some such place. Back to tea at
the farm, two hours reading before dinner, another hour after dinner,
and then — would you believe it ? — Gemma read to us before we went to
bed, from a long nineteenth-century Scandinavian novel, called Gists
Berling, in which neither plot nor character seemed to matter but every
chapter had a stirring incident.

Gemma was deaf and that was why she read to us; she found it hard
to take a full part in the conversation. She was a daughter of Bishop
Creighton, who had been Bishop of London. She read with dramatic
force and we enjoyed this evening session, after which we went to bed.
How docile and submissive it must sound to a later generation! But we
were linked not only by the fact that we did all want to get some work
done but by our affection for Cyril and Gemma.

Not that Gemma was exactly a comfortable person to be with. Of Cyril,
the reverse was true. Although he was in his fifties, we talked to him on
most subjects as though he were our own age. Indeed, in my case there
were reticences with even the closest of my own age on subjects I might
have discussed with Cyril and of course the reverse was true too. He had
a power of evoking friendship and confidence without imposing himself.
But I do not intend to try to describe Cyril Bailey; he was a well-known
figure in Oxford and not - as Sligger was — controversial.

The quality in Gemma which made it difficult to relax in her presence
was partly due to her deafness but only partly. She would sometimes
appear remote, utterly closed to her surroundings. She had a face with
fine bone that would please a sculptor; in wind and sunshine her fair
skin tanned quickly; her beauty was Notse rather than English. But that
look of remoteness, which the deaf sometimes share with the blind,
would disappear in a sudden flash of happiness or kindness or sometimes
of impatience or irritation.

There was a tenseness about her. She was fifteen or twenty years
younger than Cyril and a2 much fiercer, more decisive character. The
difference between them — that of temperament as much as of age -
sometimes stoked her inner fire, as did her evangelical upbringing and
above all her deafness. She was both a scholar and a musician and she
was continually aware of being