


himself with his usual good humour for the arrival, yet again, of his
troublesome younger bro.

   In those summer holidays he and I were inseparable, at school we did
not expect to be. We had arguments, of course, as brothers will (I remember
throwing a dart at him on one occasion: the image-memory of it sticking out
of his knee sickens me still) but it is extraordinary, looking back, how
creatively we managed to fill the holidays in a place so far distant from
urban excitements. We were in the same predicament as the Reverend
Sydney Smith who, finding himself stuck in the country, wrote to a friend
that he could best describe his situation as being ‘simply miles from the
nearest lemon’. Sydney Smith, in case you don’t know him, is well worth
discovering, he had a unique brand of at once sophisticated, surreal and
good-natured wit: he said, for example, of meeting Daniel Webster that he
struck him as ‘much like a steam engine in trousers’ and was overheard
telling a woman at a dinner party ‘Madam, I have been looking for a person
who disliked gravy all my life; let us swear eternal friendship’. Well, Roger
and I were not only simply miles from the nearest lemon, we were simply
miles too from the nearest café, the nearest cinema, the nearest toyshop, the
nearest bowling-alley and the nearest friend. So we had each other. By this
time too, we had our sister Jo, who was six that summer of 1970 and who
adored and trusted me implicitly. I told her gravely that I knew how to fly
and that when she was seven I would teach her the trick of it. Shortly after
her seventh birthday, returned from my first term at Uppingham, she
reminded me of this promise. I took her upstairs, sat her high on a window-
ledge and told her that all she had to do was jump and that my magic would
do the rest. After a little thought, she decided not to take me up on the offer.
I am glad to say that she never gave the slightest outward show of
disappointment or disillusionment in her brother.

   To thirteen- and fifteen-year-old boys however, six-year-old girls are
not very much more than toys and Jo spent most of her time in the company
of the great Nanny Riseborough who had served in our house, for the
previous owners, since she was a small girl.

   Lest the reader run away with too Bridesheady a picture of my
childhood, I had better describe life in Norfolk just a little. The house where
I grew up, and where my parents live to this day is big certainly, but then it
had to be big for my father had needed somewhere with space ever since he
had settled against an academic career, discovered that life in mainstream



industry did not suit him and decided to set up on his own. While we had
lived in Chesham we had spent many days meandering around England
looking for suitable properties with plenty of outhousery. I recall endless
drives to huge, unsaleable houses with overgrown gardens. My mother
would gulp at the kitchens and public rooms, my father frown and shake his
head at the inadequacy of the outhouses. Roger and I would romp about in
the unweeded kitchen gardens, bored to distraction.

   One of my grandfather’s employees, a sugar worker, happened one
day upon a house for sale in the tiny Norfolk village of Booton. It was an
imposing Victorian mansion, with an enormous stable-block and an absurd
quantity of other outhouses, as well as an attached cottage the size of a
substantial townhouse. It boasted, inexplicably, five outside lavatories as
well as a splendid kitchen garden that offered asparagus beds, an apple
orchard, a tennis court, a badminton lawn, a pigsty, a paddock, hen-coops,
sinister rhubarb patches and a summer house. It was the size and condition
of the stable-block that clinched the deal. This could be Father’s laboratory.
There was room for as many lathes, oscilloscopes and things that go beep,
tweet, whoop and boing as the maddest boffin could hope for.

   In those days it was well serviced too. Mrs Riseborough cooked and
nannied Jo. She had sisters-in-law and friends from the village of Cawston
who scrubbed and cleaned and lit the fires in winter. The Tubby brothers
gardened, but they eventually left to be replaced by Mr Godfrey who ran
the garden for many years and who delighted my brother and me by talking
to himself a great deal in an endless stream of complaint about how the soil
was ‘a bitch’ whenever it was cold. Given that he was an old man who
consumed a large quantity of roll-ups every day, no doubt the frosty earth
was indeed a bitch and I hate the picture of us giggling at him. It was quite
a garden to run, fully Victorian and designed to provide a large household
with fruit and vegetables the year round. The outhouses could store apples,
pears and potatoes throughout the winter and Mrs Riseborough made jams,
pickles and jellies from the plums, cherries, strawberries, raspberries,
damsons, gooseberries, blackberries, redcurrants and blackcurrants that the
garden bore. Always providing my mother didn’t get to them first, that is.
My mother has an absolute passion for sour fruit and can strip a gooseberry
bush quicker than a priest can strip a choirboy.

   I am not so very old you know, but this does seem another life: a life
that moved with the rhythm of the seasons, a life that had essentially





installed. Even today however, if you visit them and one of them wants to
go to the loo they will startle onlookers by saying, as they climb the stairs,
‘I’m just going down the garden…’

   At the back of our garden was a red wooden pigsty, sadly unused in
our day, and behind that a paddock where for a time we kept a huge flock of
geese, which were insupportably bad-tempered, loud and greedy, eating
everything but stinging nettles, which gave the paddock a rather scrappy
and tattered look.

   Mrs Riseborough cooked lunch every day and cooked in a way that
few people are capable of now. I don’t suppose she had ever seen or looked
at a cookery book, a food-mixer or a freezer cabinet in her life. She made
egg custards, apple pies, rhubarb crumbles, steak and kidney puddings,
marrow stuffed with mincemeat, cauliflower and macaroni cheeses and all
manner of good English pies, tarts and flans. Roger liked treacle tart with
cornflakes on top, I liked them without, so each Thursday we would
alternate. Mrs Riseborough taught me how to make a rose for the centre of a
pie by taking a layer of pastry and laying it on my thumb and then adding
another layer at forty-five degrees to the first and so on, and then cutting
them over the thumb gently with a knife. In August or September she made
her mincemeat and the Christmas puddings, five or six of them in huge
bowls. The pudding mixture included carrots and Mackeson Cream Stout.
The mincemeat would then be steeped in brandy and stored for the mince-
pies which were made later.

   Mrs Riseborough’s idea of a salad would be laughed at now, with its
English kitchen garden produce of beetroot, radishes, Tom Thumb and
butterheart lettuce, tomatoes and cucumber, topped with hardboiled egg and
a sprig of parsley, not a rocket, radiccio, frisée lettuce or coriander leaf in
sight: I could never get enough of it, so long as there was enough Heinz
Salad to go around.

   She did have some strange ideas, however. She was firmly convinced
that the addition of a lump of coal to a bowlful of lettuce in water would
keep the lettuce crisp, and from time to time she believed that she had too
much blood and needed a nosebleed. Again, who knows? I understand
leeches have made a comeback in some hospitals, maybe cupping will
return too.

   She worked in the kitchen, which had no sink and one very low tap,
hardly a foot from floor level. We were not on the water mains in Booton,







   Later, Father designed and built the most entertaining contraption the
world has ever seen, a machine for chugging out Tack-Strip, something the
furniture industry liked to have about the place. The machinery resembled
the mongrel love-child of a cinema projector, a steam-hammer and a
Toblerone production line, all put together on a day when Heath Robinson
had thought it might be fun to try hallucinogenic mushrooms for breakfast. I
could watch Tacky going for hours and hours; I would follow, in a trance,
the thousands and thousands of little metallic blue tacks as they shuffled
around in a great vibrating bowl and then scuttled like soldier ants down a
chute that blasted them with an air-compressed hammer at a rate of six or
seven a second into a moving strip of thick cardboard that then folded itself
over and continued its journey towards the packing box. The boxes were
stacked on to pallets and a small electric fork-lift truck hummed about
tidying up. The fights between my brother and me, when Father was away,
to be the one to drive the forklift truck were harrowing to behold.

   My father was inevitably thought of in terms of awe by some local
people who referred to him as the Mad Inventor. When strange noises came
from the stable-block at three in the morning, I half expected to see a stolid
posse of villagers surround the house, flaming torches in hand, demanding
to know with what strange forces he be meddling. Years would pass without
the villagers ever seeing him, which only added to his mystique. If my
mother was not around to order the last detail of his life, as a result of a
bout of flu for example, my father might be forced to drive two miles into
the village of Reepham to stock up on tins of pipe tobacco. The sight of him
helplessly proffering a palmful of coins to the tobacconist like a frightened
foreigner was most extraordinary. I don’t suppose to this day he could
describe a twenty-pence piece or tell you which British heroes were on the
back of which currency notes. I mustn’t exaggerate: he managed to attend
British Legion and Conservative Party meetings (in the 1960s and 1970s
before the Conservative Party went mad), sail every now and then across
the North Sea to Holland with a nautical friend and more recently he served
as an exceptionally committed and hard-working governor of Reepham
High School. He was never entirely Professor Caractacus Potts, but then he
was never the beaming fellow from the Daddy’s Sauce label either.

   The most pleasing objects by far to emerge from his stable-block
laboratories were a line of objects known as Things. Thing was a vast steel
cabinet covered with more knobs and switches than you can imagine. It





temperature that it would inevitably undergo in transit. In other words, to
inhibit condensation, Thing was wrapped in a huge sheet of transparent
plastic, which was then heat-sealed until only a tiny hole remained. My
father would then solemnly insert into this tiny hole the nozzle of a vacuum
cleaner and proceed to suck out all the air.

   The sight of the plastic sheet sucking in its cheeks as it were and
snugly pressing itself against Thing’s every declivity and protuberance was
greatly impressive, comic and delicious, exactly the reverse of the pleasure
you get from watching the stirring, twitching and swelling as a hot-air
balloon or an airship is inflated. That naturally abhorrent phenomenon, the
perfect vacuum, could naturally never be achieved by this method, but
when the Hoover nozzle was removed and the tiny hole instantly sealed up,
Thing looked like the most impressive object in the world and my pride in
my father knew no bounds.

   He was and is a simply remarkable man. Many sons are proud of their
fathers, and no doubt have reason to be – for there are many remarkable
men in the world. For sheer brain-power, will, capability and analytical
power however, I have to say, all family loyalty aside, that I have never met
anyone who came close to him. I have met men and women who had
known more and achieved more, but none with so adaptive and completely
powerful a brain. His ability to solve problems – mechanical, mathematical,
engineering problems – is boundless, which is to say bounded only by the
limits of the universal laws he holds so dear, the laws of Newton and the
laws of thermodynamics. The clarity of his mind, the perfectionism and
elegance of his abstract mathematical and intellectual modelling and
practical design and his capacity for sustained concentration, thought and
work stagger me, simply stagger me.

   To grow up under the brooding, saturnine shadow (for in his thirties
and forties he brooded greatly) of a man so fiercely endowed with mind
power was immensely difficult for all of us. He worked every day,
Christmas Day and bank holidays included, for years and years and years.
No holidays, no breaks for television, nothing but work. Just occasionally
one might hear the sounds of Beethoven, Brahms, Bach or occasionally
Scarlatti or Chopin coming from the Broadwood grand piano he had taken
apart and rebuilt in the drawing room, but that did not mean relaxation.
Music too was something for analysis, deeply emotional analysis often, but
analysis founded on a deep knowledge of theory and form.



   A schoolfriend on first catching sight of him exclaimed, ‘My God –
it’s Sherlock Holmes!’

   My heart sank on hearing this, for Sherlock Holmes had long been a
passion. I was a member of the Sherlock Holmes Society of London (a
membership that was directly to connect with my expulsion from
Uppingham) and knew most of the stories almost by heart. I had never
realised, or admitted to myself before, that whenever I thought of Holmes,
or heard his voice, it was really my father whose voice and image came into
my head. The descriptions Watson gives of that infuriatingly, cold, precise
ratiocinating engine of a brain fuelled by a wholly egocentric passion and
fire exactly tallied with my view of my father. Like Holmes, my father
would never think of food, creature comforts or society when the working
fit was upon him. Like Holmes he had a great musical gift; like Holmes he
could be abominably rude to those close to him and charm itself to total
strangers; like Holmes he delighted in piquancy and problem-solving for
their own sakes, never for gain or fame; like Holmes he combined dreamy
abstraction with ruthless logic and an infinite capacity for taking pains; like
Holmes he was exceptionally tall, strong and gaunt. Damn it, my father
even smoked pipes – for years he virtually lived inside a cloud of thick
smoke.

   Unlike Holmes my father never went out; unlike Holmes my father
never solved life problems for others; unlike Holmes my father never
achieved household fame and the respect of Popes, Princes and Prime
Ministers. Unlike Holmes my father was real. He was my father.

   I have rarely met a man so pig-headedly uninterested in the world of
affairs. I was ever a greedy soul and have always loved the creature
comforts and symbols of success. It frustrated me to see someone who
could have made a massive fortune many times over, whether by designing
top-end hi-fl, computer software, commercial gadgetry or industrial plant,
stubbornly refuse to sell himself. I admire such a reluctance of course, and
am proud of it: huckstering, boastfulness and noisy advertisement are not
appealing, but there is an egotism in excess modesty too, and I thought I
detected a misanthropy and arrogance in him that drove me to distraction,
partly, of course, because it contrasted with my own worship of success,
fame, money and status.

   I used my mother as an excuse for resenting my father. I felt she
deserved better than to have her life revolve entirely around the demands









   The house has hardly changed at all. The pumping up process for
water is now simpler than it was, but the kitchen still has only one low tap –
all the washing up goes out to a scullery. The Aga has to be riddled every
night to shake the ash down and there is still no central heating. People who
visit it show wonder at its time-capsule dignity and might even express
envy at my good fortune in growing up in such a place.

   I used to think I hated living there, but throughout all my years of
rebellion, ostracism and madness I always carried a photograph of the
house with me: I have it still, tattered and torn, but the only copy left in the
world of an aerial picture taken, I think, around the very time of my life
between prep and public school. Maybe I had just started my first term at
Uppingham, maybe it was taken just before I left Stouts Hill for the last
time, for my brother and I are nowhere to be seen in the picture, unless we
were cantering about on the badminton lawn which is hidden from view. I
wouldn’t have kept this picture all those years if the house didn’t mean
something to me, and I wouldn’t be gulping down tears now, looking at it, if
the memories it invoked were impotent and sterile and incapable of
touching me deeply.

   It was the house where I grew up.
   It contains my brother’s bedroom, with its peeling William Morris

wallpaper; it contains the bedroom I spent most of my life in, lying awake
for hours and hours and hours with the self-induced insomnia of
adolescence, peeing out of the window into the night air and killing the
honeysuckle below because I was too lazy, slobby and sluttish to go
downstairs to the lavatory; it contains the bedroom of my sister, with
posters of the cricketer Derek Randall still hanging on the wall. It contains
the study on whose carpet I stood so many times, facing my father over
some new school report, some new disaster, some new affront to authority,
some new outrage that might send my mother from the room clutching a
handkerchief to her mouth in grief and upset. It contains the same objects
and the same memories, and it contains the same two parents who made me
from their flesh and whom I adore so much. It is home.

   In the book of Uppingham school rules the first rule is this:-
 

    A boy’s study is his castle
 









   Fircroft had a garden, a croquet lawn, a copse with a hammock,
disused outside lavatories (the ‘House rears’ in local argot, later to prove
the unromantic scene of my deflowering) and, being one of the Houses
furthest from the school, two fives courts. Fives is a game much like
squash, except that the ball is struck with a gloved hand instead of a racket.
It comes in two flavours, Eton and Rugby. We played Eton Fives, a better
game, all snobbery aside, because it involved a buttress projecting from one
side of the court, presumably deriving from the buttresses of Eton College’s
great Perpendicular Gothic chapel, against which boys once sacrilegiously
bounced balls. Fives was still played enthusiastically by some, but Eton’s
rival Harrow had its own old game which was rapidly becoming
fashionable, not just in schools, but in the world of sweaty businessmen and
newly emerging health clubs. Squash was already more popular than Fives
at Uppingham by the time I arrived and the Fives Courts were really just
places where bikes were parked and behind which one smoked, masturbated
or sipped cider with, or without, companions.

   My housemaster was a man called Geoffrey Frowde, an old friend of
my parents. He had been up at Merton, Oxford, as an undergraduate, but his
wife Elizabeth had been at Westfield with my mother. The Frowdes and my
parents had camped out in the Mall together that rainy, rainy night before
Queen Elizabeth’s Coronation and waved together at Queen Salote of Tonga
as she rode by with her famous lunch sitting beside her. These experiences
no doubt form a bond and it was on account of Geoffrey Frowde being at
Uppingham that Roger and I had been marked down for it from an early
age. All this made my subsequent impossibility as a pupil all the more
embarrassing of course. To be endlessly frustrated by the uncontrollable
wickedness of the son of friends must put a man in a very difficult position.

   Back to the fag test. This took the form of a written exam and required
of its candidates a full knowledge of all the school Houses (in alphabetical
order), their housemasters, their House-captains and their locations. One
had to know too all the form masters by their names and initials and where
in the school their form-rooms lay. Being an ancient establishment that had
prospered in Victorian England, Uppingham, like a good English town, like
the English language itself indeed, had rambled and swollen and bulged
itself out in a higgledy-piggledy manner that demonstrated no logic, plan or
rationale. The new boy had to know where each games field was, the layout
of the music school and the art school and the carpentry and metalwork







brother calling Pattrick by his Christian name. It was considered rather cool
and adult amongst second, third and fourth years to be on first name terms.

   ‘Hi, Mark,’
   ‘Guy! How’s it going?’
   When Mark and Guy subsequently leave school and find each other

again in their twenties, after university, working in the same merchant bank
it becomes cool, of course, to revert back to surnames.

   ‘Bloody hell! It’s Taylor!’
   ‘Hallett, you old bastard!’
   All very puzzling and absurd.
   In the event, whether Liddell and Scott had anything to do with it or

not, I scored 97 per cent in the fag test, a House record. I remember the
thrill of seeing the word ‘Excellent!’ scrawled next to my result in Peck’s
hand. Peck wore the striped trousers and black waistcoat of the sixth-former
as well as the boater of the School Polly, but I seem to remember that he
also (unless I have gone stark mad) affected a sort of cream-coloured silk
stock of the kind huntsmen wear. I thought him little short of a god -even
more so when I watched him playing Volpone in the school play and saw
that he was a magnificent actor. I think he was the only boy older than me
that I ever had a thing for, if you’ll forgive the prissy phrase. I can’t call it a
crush exactly, or a ‘pash’ as they were sometimes odiously called, a ‘thing
for’ about sums it up.

   I can still remember the twelve Houses in alphabetical order, I
suppose every Old Uppinghamian can – I’ll recite them for you.
 

   Brooklands
   Constables
   Farleigh
   Fircroft
   The Hall
   Highfield
   The Lodge
   Lorne House
   Meadhurst
   School House
   West Bank
   West Dean





minutes he stared at the pigeon, saying nothing. We began to look at each
other and wonder what was up. At last the pigeon flapped its wings and
flew away. Abbott turned to the form.

   ‘I am not paid,’ he said, ‘to teach pigeons.’
   School House was the province of the headmaster, a most

extraordinary man called John Royds, one time Indian Army colonel and
ADC to Orde Wingate in Burma. He was physically short but had powerful
presence and possessed all the techniques for inspiring awe that one looks
for in a headmaster, the ability to swish a gown in an especially menacing
way, for example, and a telegraphic, donnishly tart and lapidary way with
words. His noticeboard in the colonnade fluttered with memos, smartly
typed by an IBM golf ball:
 

   Re: The wearing of lapel badges
   I think not.
   JCR

 
   or

 
   Re: The birthday of
   Her Majesty the Queen
   The occasion falls today. Hurrah etc. Let joy be unconfined.
   JCR

 
   or

 
   Re: Litter in the Old School Room
   We begin to weary of this nuisance. Be aware: our vigilance is

ceaseless.
   JCR

 
   That sort of thing. Every morning he would step out of his House,

walk with a firm tread and upright gait that concealed the most painful
arthritis and snip a red rosebud from a bush in the garden which he would
attach to the buttonhole of his charcoal grey suit. At one stage he developed
shingles, causing him to wear the blackest and most impenetrable dark
glasses at all times and in all situations, including the pulpit which, coupled






