Sublime Lunacy:
Reflections on a well-spent life

By John Cooke

(Excer pt)

My friend Sandy bears not the least resemblanc®rtoJohnson. It is,
therefore, scarcely surprising that the idea obb@ng his Boswell had never crossed
my mind — that is, until one warm summer evening sgmars ago at his castle in
France. The occasion remains fresh in my memory.

We have dined long and well, to which the emptytlbs ranged along the
great trestle table on the terrace stand mute lbguent testimony. The sun hangs
lazily above the horizon, seemingly loath to leageas it so often does in this part of
Europe. Above us looms the dark mass of the chatés one remaining tower
casting long shadows across the flagstones, a staninder that this was once a
baronial stronghold. Below us the French countlg/sitretches out in every direction
as the birds and insects sing their final paeatiseaeparting day above the valley of
the river Creuse.

The conversation is brisk, effervescent and va&adis usual, flitting easily
from topic to topic, like a butterfly exploring ldsoms, pausing briefly to sip nectar
here, before moving on to draw more deeply elsesvhek passing remark is all it
takes. Suddenly, a Proustian beam of remembraitpemetrate the darkness, and
in the accumulated debris cluttering the atticisfrhemory, light upon some dormant
image that has long lain undisturbed. Releasen its bondage of forgetfulness by
the delicate kiss of a fine vintage, another sganfjaces — and then another still.

| no longer recall — if indeed | ever knew — whadricular remark had
caused the conversation to move to Libya that enpri- perhaps it was Greek
mythology? Or could it have been oil — or perhagrsorism? . | know not, but |

recall vividly the scene that triggered my deteratiion to start recording a few of his
anecdotes before Father Time comes calling antecdties all trace of them

It was part of a longer narrative — one that likensany others, involved a
journey in search of spiders, for natural histarygeneral, and spiders in particular
had been his passion since childhood. Sandy faddvesit to a desert oasis renowned
in ancient times as the fabled Garden of the Hesp®r Here, in a cool cavern deep
underground, he had stood on the banks of the sah&an stream believed by the
ancient Greeks to be the River Lethe. Here inefegnal darkness he strained, he
said, to catch a glimpse of Charon ferrying thelsofithe damned across the waters
of forgetfulness to Hades — but without succes®ithi¢r, he assured us, did he see
three-headed Cerberus. However, as evidencelikbdtlercules before him, he had
returned safely from the underworld, he broughtkbacblind white crayfish that
would later be recognised as a species hithertaawik to science and christened at
the Natural History Museum in London under the naii€yphlocaris lethe.

*k*k

| have known Sandy for many years — we share theedairthday — and |
have been party to many of his deeds and misde¢elsis only since that memorable
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evening in France that | have consciously triecetall the high points of his enviably
rich life. Even so, the river of forgetfulness haslaimed far too many stories of
note.

As a child — and his childhood, | should add, ed&hfar in adolescence, if
not well beyond — he was shy and withdrawn. By &wen admission he was
Kipling’'s Cuchundra the musk rat who never comes out into the middle floor,
but always creeps round by the wall. He soughtsti@lows, insecure in company,
always anxious to avoid the public gaze. | findifficult to reconcile this awkward
youth with the seemingly assured and self-confidimaige that has emerged with the
passage of time

Sandy, so known to only his most intimate innecleirhas long demonstrated
a fine disregard for convention. He happily assditnie mother’'s maiden name as his
own for no better reason than that her side of fdmily possessed among its
ancestors an Elizabethan nobleman whose ecceesi@ppealed to him. He held
that Sir Henry Lee, of whom John Aubrey, the dtarisrote “Sir Henry never
married, but kept young ladies to read to him id,benade a worthy predecessor.

Diplomat, poet, and courtier, Sir Henry of Ditclhark in Oxfordshire was
Queen’s Champion and Master of the Royal Ordinangis tomb, in Spelsbury
Church, is surrounded by the kneeling effigies isf mistress, Anne Vavasour, and
his children. The inscription, reports Aubrey,dgea

“Here lies that good old knight Sir Harry,

Who loved well, but did not marry.

Whilst he lived and had his feeling,

She did lie and he was kneeling.

Now he’s dead and cannot feel,

He doth lie, and she doth kneel.”

*k*k

Sandy’'s mother long harboured the conviction thabuld only have been
some clerical carelessness or administrative aylersn the distant past that had
allowed the Ditchly estate to be mistakenly begus@tto some other — and in her
eyes at least — less deserving branch of the famiypwever, after the war she
consoled herself with the thought of how impossibke dusting would have been in
so great a mansion with staff impossible to find.

Even among the unconventional university wives theave in North Oxford,
his mother stood out from the crowd. Trained asger in Florence, she had a love
of the stage, and was in frequent demand by theyrdaamatic productions with
which the Oxford summer is blessed. | can seenbev, clad in full nun’'s habit,
setting off on her motorcycle, wimple flapping ihet breeze, clutching a lighted
cigarette between fingers brightly adorned withidrinail polish.

Her professional training had given her a voicattivas clear, even if
normally soft. However, she also possessed a stdgsper that rendered the
telephone utterly redundant. It was a formal oiccasn the Great Library at
Blenheim Palace — a meeting of the British Medicakdciation, | believe — at
which many university dignitaries were presentjrafull evening dress.

As sometimes happens in such assemblies, therdean passing moment
when all conversation ceases. It was in just suthnsient instant of silence that her
eyes alighted upon the unwelcome figure of thetEstBursar of St. John’s College.
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St. Johns (sometimes unkindly referred to as SthRan’s College, in memory of a
notorious London slum landlord) owns of much of tid@xford, and the bursar was
embroiled in a somewhat acrimonious financial dispavolving the family home.
Every head in the substantial crowd turned to lask lone female voice echoed from
one end of the library to the other saying “My Godhere’s that bastard!” She
apparently enjoyed the moment rather more thaolfect of her contempt.

However, she was not wholly immune to embarrassnasm would recount
how one day during the war she had encountered wifie of the hospital
administrator, a somewhat self-important lady, gsesof her non-academic status.
It is always said that in Oxford one can dress @as likes, provided one never
apologises. Seemingly ignorant of local custora,Administrator’s wife is profusely
apologetic for her appearance. “Oh,” gushes Sanahgther, “we all look ragbags in
wartime, don't we?” “l mean,” came the cold reptfhat I've just had all my teeth
out!”

*k*k

Those of us close to Sandy know the true storyhef acquisition of his
chateau, but for the benefit of his American guestsvould sometimes embroider a
more romantic, albeit utterly fanciful, explanatioh how he and his wife came to
occupy so imposing an historic pile. While thea@ ©e no question that his ancestors
successfully survived the Hundred Years War (13B#56) there is also no firm
historical evidence that they ever actually pgvated in it. Applying a statistical line
of reasoning, seasoned with no little fantasy, beld argue with those who might be
inclined to question the accuracy of his assertioat, the small population of England
following the Black Death, combined with the evitlgoality of his known ancestors,
made it highly probable that members of his farhéyl joined the Black Prince in his
victory at the battle of Poitiers in 1356.

“You will recall,” he said, adopting his professardemeanour, “that in the

Hundred Years War England’s Plantagenet kings,esswrs to the throne of

William the Conqueror, were fighting to reclaim whhbey considered to be

their ancestral lands — lands to which the kingEraince also laid claim. At

the heart of the conflict lay the question of wietloyal inheritance in France
could, or could not, pass through the female ligglward 1l of England laid
claim to French lands through his marriage to thegtiter of Phillip 1V of

France after her brother died without an heir i28 3 French nobles, quoting

the harsh Salic Law of Clovis | (481-511) disputedward’s claim — the

theme, you will recall, of the opening scene in i&fspeare’King Henry V.

The result was war. When the Black Prince, the cfoledward 11l defeated

John Il of France at Poitiers the great Duchy otikane passed once more

into English hands.”

So it was, he embroidered, that in the rape alfagpithat followed the battle
his ancestors had (albeit briefly) acquired (or enproperly seized) the lands of the
noble d’Alogny family. That being so, he maintainde had merely reclaimed the
ancestral family home, and was even now busily gedan making good some nine-
hundred years of neglect to the fabric.

The actual circumstances of the chateau’s purchsse somewhat more
prosaic and conventional.
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*kk

Sandy has told me several times that he himsedf d&aays intended to
commit his memoirs to paper, but as he put ithséotd indolence supervened, and the
years slipped by. He had originally been urgedhisyaunt Dorothy, his father’'s
sister, to set down his African experiences — th& Among his many travels as an
adult. In truth he did once start, but the entiegyground to a halt when his laptop
computer was stolen after 50,000 words had beendbventrusted to its memory as
Dorothy approached her century — and work was ratmed before she died.

Fairy godmother and periodic financial ambulanBarothy had traveled
widely herself. As a sixteen-year-old before thestFWorld War she had crossed
Canada alone, a feat more remarkable then thaoutdwbe today. Undoubtedly the
travel bug was sown by her father, a remarkablelg®@an who as a sea captain had
traveled the world under sail. His constant conmgraron his voyages was the
Encyclopedia Britannicawhich he would read nightly while at sea. He=dwvell
into his nineties and seemingly never forgot a wbat he had read.

As a young man in the middle of Queen Victoria&gn, he had purchased a
tailored dark suit, but greatly resented the coSwer the years, as he and his suit
aged, he would periodically unstitch it and usedigassembled pieces as patterns to
create a new one. Like a sartorial game of Chin#bespers, with each cutting the
pattern would lose some of its precision. Towaits end of his life, as he had
shrunken and the tailor’s original craftsmanshig b&come increasingly diluted by
constant copying, his clothes took on the appearaha Salvation Army donation.

Dorothy's father, who had been sailing off theamsl of Krakatoa when it
vanished in a massive volcanic explosion in 18825 worn during the Crimean War
and four years old when it ended. So that he woatdorget so auspicious occasion,
his father had dragged him from his bed and behiensoundly. The family was
staying with Dorothy and her father when the SecWvmlld War ended. Having
heard his story, Dorothy’s niece Jean prevailednuper grandfather to administer a
similar aide memoireon her younger brother, Sandy, who fortunatelainetd no
recollection of his nocturnal beating the followingprning.

During the First World War Dorothy's father and kessel had the misfortune
to be captured by a German battleship. As captaimecognised the responsibility he
owed to the owners of his vessel in accountingit®toss. He demanded from the
commander of his German Nemesis a proper receipth® ship, setting out the
circumstances of its loss. It is a tribute to toele of honor still observed even in
wartime by the German warrior caste that such aipeavas formally written and
presented. This unique historic document now essith London’s Imperial War
Museum — who has somehow managed to misplace it.

Although Dorothy made periodic visits to her sisia what was then
Rhodesia, staying at the Leper Hospital foundechéy brother-in-law, this hardly
counted in her eyes as travel. She continuedsiéowith her father and care for him
until the end of his life. Only then, in late middge, did she resume her real travels.

On one occasion she was returning on leave toaBdgirom the school she
had started near Ibadan in Nigeria. However, achimg the coast instead of heading
north, as geography might suggest, she turnednititad and headed south down the
coast of Africa. She had just started up the CdRiyer when the Korean War broke
out — an event of which she was to remain in ignoeafor some months. In time
she emerged from the headwaters of the Lualabebuatary of the upper Congo.
Crossing Lake Tanganyika, she passed into whatattime was still British East
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Africa and made her way down the Nile in the hopéraling a steamer to carry her
back to England when she reached Alexandria.

There being no ready passage home because agirglhipas headed to Korea
with supplies for the military, the British consal Cairo demanded that she wait in
her hotel for an indeterminate number of weeksl anberth became available. For
someone of her temperament such veritable incdmeeraas unthinkable and she
determined to explore those parts of Cairo not adisntovered by Baedeker. It was
on one such excursion that she found herself abduetile traveling in a taxi and
taken deeper into the slums than planned. It wig when the taxi was forced to
pause briefly at a cross-roads that she was ableajp out. Marching furiously
through the crowds, clearing a way with her parasbich she wielded like a saber,
she eventually found her way back to the hotel. h@aring of her adventure, the
consul promptly found her a passage.

Over the years, as we sat sampling fine vintageggther at Alogny and
elsewhere, he recounted many other stories of tig Borothy — an eccentric in the
best English tradition. In her late eighties shes\still living alone in Crewkerene
down in Somerset, but would periodically drive taf@d to visit her brother and his
family. On one such occasion she arrived somevdtat than expected — not an
unusual event in itself — and explained that whitevidg on back roads across
Salisbury Plain in her little Morris Minor she h&xlind herself caught up in the noise
and turmoil of a full-blown military exercise. Tk were rolling at high speed in
every direction and helicopters swooped low ovethed'What” exclaimed the
assembled company in horror, “did you do?” “Ohé sfaid nonchalantly, tucking her
traveling rug around her knees, “I just wound upwirydow.”

*k*k

Sandy is the first to admit that his early childdohad been thoroughly
conventional — and perhaps by modern standardsa\Vigte spoiled. Following the
custom of the times in middle-class Oxford sociéywas consigned to the care of a
nanny. His world was the nursery, the large tovandgn, in which resided his
resident herd of imaginary cows, and the UniverBigyks, to which he would walk
daily to feed the ducks.

It was, he recounted, on one of these excursibtieeaage of four that he and
Nanny met an old lady walking her dog, a DachshuAdecent sojourn at Nanny's
parent’s farm, combined with life within a medidamily had imparted a somewhat
precocious familiarity with animals and their amato “My” he observed, “what big
‘shudders’ you dog has”, confusing dogs and cow®h no”, he said, on closer
inspection. “It's a penis.” In the immortal word$ the old Victorian cartoons in
Punch,“collapse of stout party.”

This childhood idyll amid North Oxford’s springdsisoms came to an abrupt
end early in1940. As Hitler's armies marched thmant across Europe, announcing
England as the next objective, the spectre of vee lwoming ever nearer.

Across the Atlantic, a small group of faculty atl&@Jniversity, many with close
Oxford connections, set up a committee to offerpltaity to children from Oxford
and Cambridge — but one of many similar schemeisied within the United States.

The invitation reached Oxford early in June, 194Barents had to decide
rapidly whether the risk of being torpedoed by tenerous U-boats operating in the
Atlantic was outweighed by the very real prospdchaving one’s children brought
up as little Nazis. It was an impossible decisiddnce decided, infinitely complex
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arrangements had to be made — visas from the UStigh, permission from the
treasury to carry money abroad, finding the necgdsigths and much much more —
but within the month 105 children boarded the oich&d linerAntoniain Liverpool,
bound for America.

Over the years | was to hear many details of tlgtage. How he had
attempted to go fishing and early one morning cethbver the fo’ard portside rail in
mid Atlantic to check his line. How he had falle@adfirst from an upper bunk onto
the steel deck while attempting a move that wouoleeshadow his later enthusiasm
for climbing — both on rock faces and on buildings.

“It was in the galleys of th&S Antonia,”’he began one day “that one of my

cherished childhood beliefs would be shattered -hoalgh it was not the first

to be undermined and lost. Disillusion had inljiadlome to me when | saw

Father Christmas, or Santa Claus, smoking a cigairethe street. It was not

the cigarette that concerned me, but the fact thete were two of him,

chatting together.

The cramped cabin provided few opportunities fay he continued.
“Even the spacious hallway into which it opened was much better, for it
was blocked with massive wooden crates, rumourecbidain gold bullion
destined for Fort Knox. Thus | was forced to fimy own amusements —
whenever | could escape my poor mother’'s anxiouz®.gdt had struck me
that the open ocean would be a splendid placaegbimy. A ball of string and
a bent pin were quickly procured — | don’t recalaetty how, so it couldn’t
have been a great challenge. But bait — that waetong else!”

So it was that | found myself in tientonia’sspacious galley. Clearly
the chef would be the proper person to approacsuch a quest. But horror
of horrors! Like the multiple Santas, there werrdéeast twenty people in the
galley, all wearing the tall hat that | had belidwte be the chef's unique badge
of office.

Despite my shattered illusions, | persevered inmigsion, and was
soon rewarded with a large piece of meat. Ofltlas certain, for the rotted
remains of it would eventually attract attentionddpe discovered by my
mother many weeks later in my raincoat pocket, pdciway with winter
clothes in my trunk during the heat of the New Engl summer.”

But by far his most vivid and lasting memory ohtttvoyage was of standing
beside his appointed lifeboat, donned in regulalifejacket, and watching a torpedo
pass harmlessly a few feet under the ship’s stghile the escorting Royal Navy
destroyers dropped depth charges.

Of his wartime sojourn in Connecticut he wouldaeet many tales. It was a
rich and generally happy experience, made more owate and vivid by a
remarkable discovery. Following his father's deatiortly before his hundredth
birthday, many family papers and heirlooms had ctorferance. Sandy takes up the
tale:

“ was rummaging aimlessly though half-emptied xxeeriodically

transported in my imagination back to my childhdoaime, when | came

across an old plastic shopping bag that bore thgnia of a well-known

Oxford supermarket. Unpretentious and almost owédd, it proved to

contain a priceless treasure, a magic window ingachildhood more graphic,

more powerful than anything | could possibly havagined.
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Lovingly preserved by my mother, but long lost torage after her
death, were her own personal mementos of my disttachildhood, now
brought to light after remaining hidden for sixtgays and more. Letters and
pictures, programs and cuttings in confusion. skcdvered, for example, that
in September 1938, at the age of three, | had gldye dual roles of ‘Dream
Elf and Page’ in a dramatic production written gmmdduced by my elder
sister Jean and her cousin Daphne. Here was ieree — a handwritten
program for an “Entertainment to be performed 803m.”

At first | looked no further than the collectioh @arly school reports
— reports that reflected painfully little academienity but indicated that at
least | was gradually participating better in classivities. Nor was | really
surprised to learn that at an earlier age, duriggfirst nursery school Band
Class, | had “conducted beautifully,” sabgndon’s Burning(*on and on™),
and played my tambourine “with far more vigour theas necessary”!

However, closer inspection was to reveal sometluhdar greater
interest and significance. Jumbled together irordier, like Tutankamun's
treasure, lay a confusion of letters — the compteteespondence that had
passed between my mother in England and Grace Bagpfoster mother in
Connecticut. As | rummaged, | would occasionaligcdver letters that |
myself had written — or more accurately that | lihctated, taken down on
the typewriter at high speed by Grace Bacon addgezd on. The improbable
circumstances under which the two halves of thisespondence would come
to be miraculously united and preserved in onegptamain a mystery.

As | dipped casually into the pile, picking up pagat random, |
frequently found myself unable to continue readfog the tears that kept
welling up unbidden. It became so profound and temal an experience,
peering into the forgotten corners of my past, tfaund myself quite unable
to continue. Quietly | returned the letters toirthesting place, but knowledge
of their existence continued to haunt me.”

Prompted by the discovery of these wartime lett@tsch in time he came to
prepare for possible publication, he found himskihwn ever more back to his
childhood, re-living many events that had remaide€dply buried in the accumulating
silt of later adventures and mishaps. Amid thed®es from a vanished world, |
recall several worthy of repetition. On first amig in America the family had been
invited by their hostess to spend the rest of tilarser with her at her vacation home
overlooking Squam Lake in New Hampshire.

Some thirty years later, when he had returnedreica with his own young
family, aged Susan Keith invited them back to Riedge again, although she herself
was no longer living there. Arriving long afterrdaSandy soon found a pair of large
stone gateposts that he remembered marked thewdmve The front door was
unlocked, but no lights were on. The house seestraesigely unfamiliar and did not
in the least resembled his memory of it, but loegrg had passed, it was dark and he
was tired. After putting the children to bed hartd to explore. There were many
books in the house, but none bore the names aredithith or Bacon, and gradually
the suspicion grew that this might not, in factHaee Ledge after all.

It was midnight before he set off through the ¢regth a small flashlight. Up
the road some distance, he soon discovered angthier of stone gateposts.
Surreptitiously he crept along the drive, fearfiibeing identified as an intruder. The
house was in darkness, but something distantlyli@mabout its silhouette in the
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moonlight tempted him to try the front door. Ibtwas unlocked. Suddenly, in the
feeble beam of the flashlight, past and presemdudie was back!

With considerable anxiety he returned to the slkggamily. Scenes of
Goldilocks and the three bears returning to themnpled beds flashed before him as
the children were bundled, half asleep, into the ca&he covers were quickly
smoothed to conceal their presence and, fearfutdey meet the owners in the drive,
they hastily withdrew. As dawn broke the next miognthere was Squam Lake, just
as he had remembered it, spread out before thermdagic in no way diluted by the
passage of thirty years. He says he often wondeteether the neighbours ever
noticed the brief intrusion and puzzled over thentity of their mysterious nocturnal
visitors.

*k*k

Over dinner one evening Sandy admitted that likeyrsamnall boys, he would
often find himself in trouble — more by accidentheat than design, for he was, he
said, what in Indonesian is calladkal— endearingly mischievous and naughty.

“There was one occasion was when | feared — nayswes — that | had

inadvertently killed somebody. The journey homenir school each day,

involved a walk from the bus stop of about a milehe route followed a tree-
lined country road before branching off across elasid, where | had found
my first praying mantis.

| had been to the circus and was very impressdtidoynan who threw
knives and tomahawks at an attractively under-ées®oung lady without
hitting her. | was not interested in the youngyldaut desperately wanted to
master the art of throwing a knife with great aecyr

The trees along the roadside provided admirablgets as | walked
home after school, and | was quite pleased with progress. On most
attempts my knife embedded itself blade-foremosthe chosen tree, and
week by week my confidence grew. One day the ajppea of a car in the

distance prompted me to wonder about the parametens/ed for hitting a

moving target — a purely academic exercise, let mphasise. Fully

intending to hit the nearest tree, | carefully jadghe speed of the car and
decided that if | wished to hit it, | would throviné knife...... now! My
calculation proved to be unfortunately accuratecdhsciously compensating
for the car's speed, | completely missed the tatget, however, and was
horrified to see my knife pass through the car'&ropear window. | also
caught a glimpse of someone sitting in the back sea

In an instant there was a squeal of tires asdhelidded to an abrupt

halt. Even before it stopped moving, | had turteetlee. | was not far from a

new, partially-completed freeway — the Wilbur Crd%srkway — beneath

which ran a network of drains and tunnels. Theeb opening was in part of
the system | had not explored, and in my panicdnsbecame disoriented
underground. When | eventually found a way outyas on the wrong side of

a sizable pond quite some distance from home. dusifor sanctuary, |

decided to swim across the pond as dusk fell, aabtien to creep back to the

house by a circuitous route through the woods tmidaanyone seeing me.
That evening, having changed un-noticed into doghes, | listened
with particular attention to the radio, expectirigaay moment to hear reports
of the unprovoked attack — and possible death —pdssing motorist or his
passenger. Wracked by guilt and overcome witheapxl passed a desperate
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week until it became clear that the police weremdtin force looking for me.
| never did become particularly skilled at knifedtving and have always
resented the loss of my prize throwing knife afitext.”

This episode was not, Sandy assured me, the fir& that an innocent
mistake had had unfortunate repercussions. Itiv&gst Grade at the Foote School
in New Haven that his reputation was irredeemaldghened. He had only recently
joined the school, a shy, somewhat timid little boy the playground one day he
discovered a large stone — or was it half a briégktowing it shouldn’t be there, he
promptly disposed of it over the fence and outariis way. Sadly there was a little
girls playing out of sight below and she protested/ loudly when hit on the head. It
was not, he assured me, a serious wound, but irelidire stitches. From that
moment on he was dubbed “that horrid little evacuee

His reputation, at least among the teachers, tookhar blow a year or two
later when he was discovered up a tree in the ptaygl raining lighted matches onto
the ground below. It was, in fact, a lifelike raetment of the London blitz for the
benefit of his assembled classmates. The teadclesering recess that day, with a
singular lack of understanding, belligerently dedeth that he come down
immediately to face unspecified retribution. Febudf what this might involve, he
climbed a bit higher into the tree, whence the riiafied teacher attempted to follow.
Little boys weigh less than teachers and can cimgafety to slender upper branches.
To the unrestrained delight of the onlookers theofis teacher ventured too far into
the canopy and fell painfully and with total lack a@ignity onto the playground
beneath when a branch snapped under his weightvadt fortunate that the head
mistress, Win Sturley, understood the motivatiord being a better psychologist that
her staff, exacted no punishment other than a starning not to repeat the offense.

*k*k

On another occasion Sandy was reminiscing aboutrdtisrn journey to
England shortly before the D-Day invasion in thargpof 1944.

“l was one of about thirty small boys travelling amew Royal Navy aircraft
carrier from New York to the Clydeside port of Greek. We had been placed in the
care of a young officer, who clearly had no underding of children and how to
handle them. With earnest solemnity we were ics&al exactly what, and what not,
we would be permitted to do; where, and where wetmight go on board. It was
made abundantly clear that any transgression wbaldnet with dire retribution.

To a mischievous nine-year-old this was dlehge too good to pass up. There
were lamentably few parts of the ship to which wighmlegitimately go — naturally
they were the least interesting. Over the coufsine voyage there would be very
few compartments on that carrier with which | dat hecome intimately familiar. In
retrospect, it proved excellent training for adatearnation, when | became a pilot in
the Fleet Air Arm during my two years of Nationar8ice.

The engine room, where | was made welcome by tbkest and other
denizens of the ship’s nether world, was naturallyrime destination. To someone
already fascinated by mechanical devices, it becas@urce of endless pleasure and
delight.

The greatest prize, however, was to gain accesletdvanger deck, an area
from which we were quite specifically banned. T#er punishments were
threatened to those who ignored the ban, but treings | received never
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outweighed the delights to be found there — excepeb | had gained entry to a
Grumman Avenger in the hangar, and after spendangestime in the cockpit,

made my way up into the machine gun blister abdVace inside, a small metal
flap could be pulled up to form a floor. After atdwenty minutes of shooting
down imaginary German aircraft it was time to leat¢owever, | was unable to
find the catch that would release the metal flapelagh me. Try as | might, there
was no escape, and so | remained trapped in mauapiprehension.

After what seemed an eternity, the hangar deck enlgidsprang to life.
To my horror | could see planes being rolled ohsélevator and taken up to the
flight deck. This was not a possible consequericey disobedience that had
ever crossed my mind, and was beyond imaginatiordue course, my plane too
was lifted into the daylight, without anybody natig my presence. Only when
the rightful occupant tried to enter, in prepanatior the sortie about to take off,
was one very frightened little boy discovered.

The punishment that this episode attracted is drikeofew beatings, out
of a very considerable total, of which | have sfiediecollection, for the pain
endured for several days in the form of extensiveising. But there then
followed the most wonderful Divine Intervention.

The mess deck where we ate had long tables ruratmgart ship. The
sea was calm and the wooden partitions that dividedthe tables in rough
weather were not in use. The officer responsibfenfy discomfort was seated at
the head of the table, and | was seated painfudigecto him on his right side.
Suddenly, without warning, the ship made a violelmhnge of course, heeling
over sharply to port. In disbelief | watched ae #mtire contents of the table
started to move, gathering speed as plates, glassdery and water pitchers
swept down to engulf my nemesis. As food and tabténgs poured into his lap,
he overbalanced backwards, to vanish beneath ataiowf wet, gooey debris.
In that moment | knew that | had God on my side.”

The crossing had taken almost three weeks whenfitely disembarked
in Greenock. By the time they boarded the packanh to London, night had
fallen, and as there were no vacant seats, theg fweced to stand in the corridor.
His only memory of that long nocturnal journey wafsbeing surrounded by
friendly soldiers and sailors, who plied him consiyawith cigarettes, asking all
the time about life in America. He is in no dodhét he obliged with a suitably
embellished fantasy.

The long letter from his foster mother, detailifog his mother the normal
routines of his life, by some happy stroke of fatuld not arrive in Oxford until
several weeks had passed. He took full advant&ghi® opening so happily
offered. After arriving home he was put into ttetband thoroughly scrubbed to
remove the ingrained dirt of the journey — and ttergy smell of tobacco.
Clean, indeed polished, he was left in the nursenjle his mother went to the
kitchen to get supper. When she returned, he waslynclad in pajamas and
dressing gown, riding on the rocking horse — andlsnipthe cigarette that he
swore he always had before retiring.

“My mother was placed,” he continued, “in a difficaituation. Much
as she had to exercise some restraint and disgjpihe was also very
conscious of the need to humour me through thigcdif transition, where so
much was new and strange. By being too strict,nsigdt risk alienating my
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affection. Without the knowledge of my normal rioetin America, she was
prey to my wildest flights of fancy, at a time wheelmad but limited regard for
the truth.”
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