
My	very	first	memories	are	of	sitting	on	the	floor	at	the	backdoor	of	our	
cottage	looking	out	at	the	rain,	the	downpour	that	of	a	tropical	monsoon,	and	
of	a	jug	of	milk	on	the	kitchen	table,	the	milk	coloured	in	my	memory	a	
strangely	radiant	rich	pink	as	if	painted	by	Matisse.		These	pictures	glow	faintly	
with	my	mother's	love,	a	love	sensed	through	my	skin	rather	than	known	by	
other	organ.		And	through	them	I	can	still	recover	faintly	behind	all	the	later	
hatreds	and	resentments	the	diffused	sense	of	my	first	delights	in	her	
presence.		Of	that	I	can	remember	almost	nothing	directly.	In	one	faded	
fragment	of	memory	from	this	almost	unreachable	early	time	she	is	playing	the	
piano.		She	is	bent	forward	against	the	light.		She	is	cool	and	elegant	as	she	
plays.		Her	body	flows	with	the	melody	and	her	hands	sing	and	flutter	and	fly.	
At	the	foot	of	the	piano	I	dance	delightedly	to	the	thwuck	thwuck	thwuck	of	
the	pedal.		As	if	in	a	bubble	made	for	a	moment	glorious	by	the	indigoes	and	
violets	of	her	refracted	light.		In	another	memory	there	is	a	smell	of	sunlight	
and	hot	dust.	She	is	bending	over	me,	in	my	pram	I	presume.		Behind	her	is	a	
tree	which	has	suddenly	bloomed	with	the	gorgeously	beautiful	love-fruit	of	
her	face.	Also	among	my	very	early	memories	are	those	of	being	taken	to	the	
river	that	flowed	at	the	bottom	of	our	garden.		Water,	water.		River,	river	
	
-	Wawer	
	
-	Water,	sweetheart	
	
-	Wawer	wawer	
	
I	can	remember	seeing	a	motor	car	
	
-	Mooga'	Mooga'	
	
-	Moocow,	darling.		The	cow	jumped	over	the	moon	
	
-	Mooga'		Mooga'			Moo'	Moo'	
	
There	were	not	yet	words	for	these	things.		Only	chuckles	and	coos	and	
babbles	already	sparkling	with	the	insatiable	desire	to	name	and	to	know.		I	
belonged	to	the	water.		The	water	was	me	and	I	was	the	water.		It	shimmered	
and	shone	as	if	its	rippling	arpeggios	had	been	scored	by	Debussy	or	Ravel.		I	
exulted	in	its	brimming	light.		I	reached	out	to	it.	I	grasped	it.		I	slowly	emerged	
into	the	light	of	consciousness	from	an	indissoluble	concord	of	reeds	moving	in	
the	wind	and	sunlight	dappled	under	trees	that	had	been	there	for	ever.		Only	



by	a	mythical	language	can	I	make	coherent	these	scraps	of	recollection	which	
I	cannot	now	clearly	remember.		But	through	the	now	unspeakable	but	still	
animating	buried	pressure	of	the	life	to	which	they	once	belonged	I	can	re-
imagine	them.	As	in	climbing	a	mountain	we	look	back	at	the	flatlands	we	have	
left	behind	and	fancy	we	discern	familiar	shapes	in	the	soft	blurred	smudges	of	
the	deep	blue	distance.	
	
I	saw	my	first	light	in	a	quiet	village	in	Northamptonshire	on	the	eve	of	the	
second	world	war.		My	parents	were	Lancastrians	in	thigh	and	thew	but	my	
father	had	been	sent	by	the	London	Midland	and	Scottish	Railway	Company	to	
work	in	the	engine	repair	sheds	at	Wellingborough.		And	so	it	came	about	that	
he	left	Patricroft	and	Eccles,	and	bringing	his	wife	to	the	quiet	green	fields	of	
the	middle	of	England,	departed	on	his	bicycle	each	day	to	ride	several	miles	to	
work,	leaving	my	mother	and	myself	in	the	cottage	wherein	we	dwelt.		
Originally	this	had	been	two	even	smaller	cottages	that	at	some	point	had	
been	joined	together	in	a	contented	matrimony.	The	two	cottages	got	on	well.		
You	could	sometimes	hear	these	two	old	dwellings	muttering	quietly	together	-	
like	an	old	married	couple	constantly	quarrelling,	but	not	unhappily	as	all	
possibility	of	other	more	exciting	lives	has	long	since	gone.	To	add	to	the	
idiosyncratic	character	of	this	felicitous	jointure	the	windows	were	of	eclectic	
provenance	and		the	corridors	had	unforeseen	levels	and	unexpected	corners.		
One	end	was	stone,	the	other	wattle	and	daub.	In	front	there	was	a	little	strip	
of	ground	between	the	house	and	the	lane	and	on	warm	days	the	smells	of	
lavender	and	wallflowers,	together	with	less	enticingly	fragrant	horse	manure	
and	the	noises	of	the	comings	and	goings	of	the	road,	wafted	into	the	rooms.	
We	had	a	sunless	living	room,	decorated	in	flowered	wallpaper	that	had	faded	
to	an	almost	colourless	memory	of	its	former	ebullience,	but	dignified	by	the	
presence	of	a	grandfather	clock	that	ticked	on	unhurriedly	through	all	the	
vicissitudes	of	life.		There	was	a	spacious	kitchen	that	had	once	been	the	main	
room	of	one	of	the	cottages,	geranium-windowed	and	jampot-shelved.		And	
two	be-beamed	and	be-dormered	pretty	bedrooms,	embellished	in	the	one	
case	with	the	Light	Of	The	World	and	The	Death	Of	Ophelia,	and	in	the	other,	
the	one	in	which	I	slept,	by	Milais’	Angelus	and	a	picture	of	a	slightly	
bewildered	girl	sitting	among	the	fairies	on	a	toadstool;	she	having	been	
unexpectedly	elevated	by	popular	acclaim	of	the	elves	and	pixies,	perhaps	as	
Augustine,	protesting	his	unsuitability	and	merely	lay	status,	was	proclaimed	
Bishop	of	Hippo.	
	
Once	upon	a	time	in	an	infinite	age	before,	my	father	had	lived	in	the	cottage	
and	like	God	had	walked	in	the	garden	when	he	came	home	from	work	in	the	



cool	of	the	evening.		He	had	now	gone	to	a	wonderful	place	called	The	Army.	
The	army	happened	in	another	wonderful	place	called	The	Training	Camp.		The	
absence	of	my	father	became	woven	into	my	life	and	was	as	overt	an	element	
in	the	atmosphere	of	the	house	as	if	he	had	been	present.		The	house	boomed	
with	his	not	being	there.		His	absence	had	a	different	character	in	each	room.		
There	was	only	a	dull	vacancy	in	the	kitchen.		In	the	living-room	his	not	being	
about	came	and	went,	sometimes	hardly	noticeable;	at	other	times,	
particularly	on	special	occasions	like	Christmas	Dinner	or	Sunday	High	Tea,	
unbearably	acute.	But	most	painfully	palpable	in	my	mother's	bedroom.		For	I	
knew	that	it	was	there	that	she	retired	to	read	his	letters.		Sometimes	she	
would	read	me	out	passages	from	these	letters.		I	had	no	idea	what	they	
meant.		But	as	it	was	rather	like	one	of	God's	prophets	inviting	you	into	the	
inner	sanctum	of	the	temple	to	reveal	his	written	word,	I	listened	with	rapt	
awe	and	attention.	After	a	time	these	communications	stopped	coming	from	
The	Training	Camp	and,	as	if	they	were	the	revelations	of	John	the	Baptist,	
started	coming	from	The	Desert.		And	indeed	the	simile	is	apt.		For	my	mother	
and	I	continued	to	await	my	father's	return	like	the	Jews	waiting	for	the	
coming	of	the	Messiah.		Meanwhile	my	mother	was	the	Queen	of	our	little	
realm	and	I	was	its	King.		Like	the	King	and	Queen	of	England	looking	out	from	
the	coronation	mug	that	was	in	the	living-room	cupboard	we	regarded	our	
domain	with	high	satisfaction,	and	danced	through	the	chambers	of	our	court	
to	a	grave	slow	dance	of	delight.	Our	chief	courtiers	in	this	still	largely	
uninfringed	primary	joy	were	Peter	and	Pam,	and	the	main	council-chamber	
and	executive	court	of	command	the	kitchen.	
	
The	kitchen	was	by	far	my	favourite	room.		It	was	a	laboratory	of	sense	
experience.		There	was	the	royal	imperial	yellow	splendour	of	custard,	
especially	when	it	had	set	and	gone	thick.	There	were	crispy	hot	carmine-and-
magenta	radishes.		Veined	turquoisy	savoy	cabbages.	Astringent	pinks	of	
rhubarb.		Shiny	yellow	spilling-over	and	splitsided-with-laughter	baked	
appples.		Cheerful	jolly	red	carrots.	White	and	mysterious	soft-as-flesh	
mushrooms.		Acidic	lettuce	greens	and	intensely	shining	jet-black	blackberry	
blacks.		Matisse	had	a	field	day	in	our	kitchen.		He	had	a	pretty	good	go	at	the	
smells	too.		You	floated	high	on	the	scents	of	crispy	new	bread.		And	the	smells	
of	frying	bacon	reached	such	peaks	of	deliciousness	that	when	you	entered	the	
kitchen	on	one	of	the	rare	days	that	there	was	bacon	-	the	victory	at	el	Alamein	
and	the	Feast	of	the	Transfiguration	are	examples	-	you	were	daydreaming,	
thinking	about	giants	or	doggies	perhaps,	and	then	you	turned	the	handle	of	
the	kitchen	door	and	opened	it;	well,	the	olfactory	satisfaction	was	so	
instantaneous	and	absolute	it	was	as	if	momentarily	in	this	world	of	half-lights	



and	compromises	the	nose	had	fleetingly	found	the	complete	object	of	its	
appetites.		Day	followed	day	in	a	never-ending	now.	Our	kettle	whistled	when	
it	began	to	boil	like	the	Royal	Scot	entering	a	tunnel.		Spam,	and	occasionally	
bacon,	spat	and	sizzled	in	the	frying	pan.		Barley	water,	always	simmering	on	
the	hob	as	it	was	my	mother's	sovereign	remedy	for	all	ills,	plopped	and	
gobbled.		In	summer	swallows	twittered	below	the	eaves.		Rumours	of	war	
came	floating	through	the	open	door	wafted	in	and	sweetened	upon	tides	of	
wallflower	and	lavender	scent.	So	it	had	been	forever	and	so	would	it	ever	be.		
All	was	well	with	this	realm.																																			
	
I	was	even	more	delighted	with	the	snowy	winter	of	1942.		First	of	all	there	
were	the	frosts.		You	woke	in	the	morning	to	find	that	during	the	night	the	
frost	had	performed	its	secret	ministry	on	hushed	and	silent	feet.	Jack	Frost	
had	been	round	flitting	swiftly	and	stealthily	from	window	to	window	doing	
stunning	Jackson	Pollocks	on	the	panes.		Your	breath	had	become	amazingly	
visible,	the	ectoplasm	of	a	dragon.		Grassheads	were	gloved	and	thickly	
encrusted	in	myriads	of	tiny	shining	pearls.	The	ground	rang	like	bicycle	bells.	
Gates	and	fences	sparkled	like	foaming	mugs	of	Andrews'	Liver	Salts.		Trees	
were	become	ghostlily	graceful	ballet	dancers.		Ponds	and	puddles	had	been	
transmuted	into	shining	chunks	of	solid	light.	Then	as	gently	and	imperceptibly	
and	self-effacingly	as	the	frost	came	the	snow.		You	thought	the	custard	was	
good	said	God.		Just	watch	this.	This	amazing	magical	substance,	the	very	stuff	
of	transfiguration,	had	all	been	manufactured	at	a	place	called	Stalingrad.		
They	had	huge	factories	there	where	they	worked	day	and	night	to	make	sure	
that	they	had	enough	snow	to	send	to	England.		Chuntah	chuntah	chuntah	
went	the	machines	in	the	snow	factories.		Chuff	chuff	chuff	chuff	went	the	
engines	drawing	the	snow	trains.	Wheeeaaaaooosch!		screamed	the	trains	as	
they	flew	through	the	alpine	tunnels	with	their	wonderful	upliftingly	precious	
incandescently	chaste	cargo.	The	snow	was	the	beginning	of	the	world.		You	
looked	out	of	the	back	door	at	the	unsullied	and	unbroken	purity	of	the	
beginnings,	its	integrity	rendered	even	more	pristine	by	the	mysterious	tracks	
of	a	bird's	foot.		Then	braving	yourself	to	mouthfuls	of	freezing	air	you		opened	
the	door	and	took	a	step.		The	first	man	taking	the	first	footstep	at	the	
beginning	of	the	world.	The	transformations	brought	about	by	the	snow	were	
of	indescribable	wonder.		The	multi-coloured	millioned	manifold	of	the	world	
returned	to	its	original	white	unity.		Everywhere	there	were	fantastic	shapes.		
Everything	was	hung	with	a	hushed	and	heavy	silence.		Shhhh!		God	is	thinking.		
Pam	and	I	made	a	snowman.	He	was	called	Billy.		We	gave	him	a	trilby	and	an	
old	pipe	that	we	found	in	the	roof	attic.	Billy	was	grateful	for	these	and	
laughed	uproariously	when	we	threw	snowballs	at	him.		Then	some	days	later	



he	began	to	melt,	gradually	and	with	dignity,	weeping	silent	tears	in	great	slow	
and	heavy	drops.		But	by	that	time	I	had	largely	forgotten	about	him.	
	
While	my	mother	was	working	in	the	kitchen	or	sitting	with	me	in	the	garden	
or	walking	with	me	by	the	river,	the	boundary	of	our	kingdom,	I	would	
frequently	engage	her	in	wide	ranging	metaphysical	speculations	-	
	
-		Is	the	sun	like	our	'leclic	light	in	'e	living-'oom?	
	
-		Sort	of	dear	
	
-		Can	you	switch	it	on	and	off?	
	
-		God	can	
	
-		Why's	God	not	switched	it	on	today?	
	
-		We	need	the	rain	sweetheart	
	
-		Tell	God	switch	it	on.		We	can	go	in	ga'en	an'	play	
	
-		You	tell	him	
	
-		No	you	tell	him	
	
-		No	you	tell	him.		God	listens	to	children	
	
-		Please	God	tell	naughty	Mister	Sun	come	out	so	we	can	go	in		
			ga'en	an'	play	
	
-		The	rain's	lovely	darling.		Love-ly	love-ly	rain	
	
-		Lu'lli	lu'lli	rai'	
	
-		Love-lee	love-lee		rai-ai-ain	
	
-		Lu'llee	lu'llee	rai'	
	
-		Mister	Sun	will	come	out	when	he's	ready	
	



-		Ha'	God	switched	him	on	yet?	
	
-		He	will	when	Mister	Sun	wants	to	come	out	
	
-		I	doan'	min'.		I	love	'e	rain	
	
-		The	sun	to	swell	the	har-vest	
			A-a-nd	swe-et	re-fresh-ing	rain!	
	
-		Swee'	lefleshi	rai'	
	
-		The	sun	to	swell	the	har-vest	
			A-a-nd	swe-et	re-fresh-ing	rai-ai-ain!	
	
-		Swee'	lefleshi	rai'	
	
I	don't	really	mind	that	the	sun	has	not	yet	come	out.		For	as	the	rain	pours	
down	I	am	dancing	to	stately	music	with	the	beautiful	beautiful	rain	goddess	
deep	in	a	forest	glade.		The	rain	pours	down	upon	us	in	refreshing	fountains	
and	pure	transparent	streams.		Rain	Rain	I	love	you	Rain.		I	love	you	I	love	you	I	
love	you.		I	am	one	with	her.		We	are	one	with	the	rain.		Swe'	lefleshi	rai'.		
Swee'	lefleshi	rai'.		Bliss	bliss.		The	warmth	of	her	love	pours	down	on	me	like	
sun	and	like	rain.		She	is	all	beautiful	all	wise	all	wonderful.		She	is	goddess	of	
the	universe.		She	knows	all	times	and	places	and	the	dancings	of	the	atoms	
and	the	rollings	of	the	planets.		When	there	were	no	depths	I	was	brought	
forth.		When	there	were	no	springs	abounding	with	water.		Before	the	
mountains	had	been	shaped.	When	there	were	no	hills	I	was	brought	forth.		
When	he	drew	a	circle	on	the	face	of	the	deep,	when	he	marked	out	the	
foundations	of	the	earth.		She	is	the	goddess.	She	knows	the	secrets	of	
universal	order.		She	knows	the	best	time	to	ask	God	to	switch	on	Mister	Sun.		
A	time	for	sun	and	a	time	for	rain.		Peace	and	relief	and	contentment	seep	into	
my	bones	and	into	every	cell	and	atom	of	my	being.		I	have	no	need	to	worry	
about	earthquakes	and	hurricanes	and	a	catastrophic	disordering	of	the	
seasons.	For	she	knows	the	secrets	of	universal	order.	The	rain	pours	down	in	
the	magic	glade.		Transparent	and	pure	and	clear	and	ever	more	invigorating	
and	refreshing	are	its	showers.	The	raindance	goes	faster	and	faster.	Rain	Rain	
Rain	Rain.	Bliss	Bliss	Bliss	Bliss.		Swee'	è	lefleshi'	rai'		Swee'	lefleshi'	rai'	Rain	
Rain	Bliss	Bliss	Swee'	lefle'		Swee'	lefle'	Rain	Bliss	Swee'	lefle'	Swee'	rain	bliss	
rainrainrainrain	rain	rain	rainrainrainrainrainrainrairairairairairairairai	-	
	



-		Did	God	make	'e	world	like	you	make	house?	
	
-		Yes	darling	God	made	the	world	like	a	house	
	
-		Are	e'	days	'e	windows?	
	
-		The	days	the	windows?	
	
-		Ye',	'e	days	'e	windows?	
	
-		I'm	not	sure	about	that	darling	
	
-		Is	'e	roof	'e	sky?	
	
-		Yes	now	there	you	are	right.		The	roof's	the	sky	
	
-		Can	you	climb	up	stairs	all	way	to	'e	sky?	
	
-		Not	usually	sweetheart.		Only	when	we	go	to	heaven	
	
-		Do	doggies	go	to	Devon?	
	
(For	some	time	now	I	have	been	concerned	with	the	theological	problem	of	
whether	the	doggies	as	well	as	ourselves	will	share	the	eternal	mansions.	
Heaven	without	the	doggies	would	be	but	a	poor	do)	
	
-		The	doggies	go	to	HEAVEN	darling	with	an	aitch	
	
-		Yes	but	do	they?	
	
-		Yes	darling	I'm	sure	they	do	
	
(Waves	of	relief.		Roma	dicta	est)	
	
-		Goo'		Goo'.		I	wann	doggies	in	Devon	
	
-		Doggies-go-to-Devon!	Doggies-go-to-Devon!		Hey!	Hey!	Hey!	Hey!	Doggies-
go-to-Devon!	
	
-		O'ies-go-t'De'on		O'ies-go-t'-De'n		Ey-rr-wrr-oo	O'ies-go-t'-	



	De-on	
	
-		Doggies-go-to-Devon!	Doggies-go-to-Devon!		Hey!	Hey!	Hey!	Hey!		Doggies-
go-to-Devon!	
	
-		O'ies-go-t'-De'on	O'ies-go-t'-De'	-	
	
Grave	matrons	taking	their	double	cream	teas	in	Ilfracombe,	harrassed	
schoolmasters	on	holiday	listening	to	the	bands	on	the	promenades,	rolling	old	
salts	off	the	navy	ships	in	Plymouth,	bank	managers	relaxing	amongst	the	
potted	palms	and	fuchsias	in	Torquay	hotels,	all	all	drop	everything	and	leap	up	
at	once	cavorting	and	shouting	wildly	as	they	join	in	this	ecstatic	hymn	to	
celebrate	the	apotheosis	of	the	doggies	
	
-		Doggies-go-to-Devon!	Doggies-go-to-Devon!	Hey!	Hey!	Hey!	Hey!	Doggies-
go-to-Devon!	
	
-		Are	there	magic	islands	in	sky?	
	
-		Yes	buttercup	of	course	there	are	
	
-		I	wann	climb	up	sky	to	magic	islands	
	
-		Shall	we	climb	up	to	the	sky	darling?	
	
-		Ye'	Ye'	
	
-		Shall	we	do	it	now?	
	
-		Ye'	Ye'	Now	Now	
	
-		Now!	Now!	Now!	Now!	
	
-		Now!	Now!	Now!	Now!	
	
-		NowNowNowNow	-	
	
-		NowNowNowNow	-	
	



I	am	whisked	up	as	on	a	magic	carpet.	Flying	flying	hurrah	flying	flying.		And	
deposited	on	the	lowest	tread	of	the	stairs.		I	have	never	climbed	the	stairs	
before.		But	now	I	will.		Today!	Now!	Hodie	Hodie!		For	it	is	today,	now,	that	I	
am	holding	her	hand	and	that	we	are	full	of	optimism	and	joy.		For	the	only	
time	that	the	primary	reality	knows	is	now.		Up	we	go!	Weeee!		Ups-a-one-a-
two.		Ups-a-one-two.		Weeee!		To	the	magic	islands	in	the	sky!		Weeee!	The	
stairs	are	Everest.	And	I	am	Sir	Edmund	Hillary.		No	matter	that	it	is	fully	fifteen	
years	before	Sir	Edmund	will	conquer	Everest.	No	matter.	For	the	primary	
reality	is	always	now.		Hodie!	Hodie!		Weeee!			Ups-a-three.		Ups-a-four.		
Weeee!	To	the	magic	island	in	the	sky!		Oops-a-daisy.		All-fall-down.		London-
Bridge-Is-Falling-Down-Falling-Down-Falling	Down.		Lo-e	Bri-	i'	fa''in'	dow'.		My-
Fair-Lady!		Did	you	fall	on	the	stairs	sweetheart?	Oo-oo-oo-ooh!			My-Fair-
Lady!		My-Fair-Lady!		I	love	you	I	love	you	I	love	you.		I	adore	you	I	adore	you.			
And	we	shall	live	in	suspended	bliss	in	the	gardens	of	the	sky!		And	we	shall	
make	love	for	ever	in	the	magic	islands	of	the	sky!	O	My	Fair	Lady!		This	is	Sir	
Edmund	Hillary	half	way	up	Everest	giving	a	message	to	the	world.				
You	ask	me,	world,	why	I	am	performing	this	stupendous	feat?		Well,	world,	I	
will	tell	you.		Because	it	is	there.		That	is	why.		Because	it	is	there.		One	more	
step	darling.		Ups-a-six.		Ups-a-seven.		And	then	mummy	pick	you	up	and	
CARRYYOUALLTHEWAYTOTHETOP!!		Hooray!		We	are	here!		The	magic	islands	
in	the	sky!		Why	these	our	garments	that	were	so	lately	soiled	are	now	fresh	
and	new!		And	hark!		Listen	to	the	heavenly	music!		Hmmmmm		Hmmmmm	
Hmmmmm		Praise	-	My	-	Soul	-	The	-	King	-Of	-	Hea-ve-ve-e-e-n!				The	isle	is	
full	of	noises,	sounds	and	sweet	airs	that	charm	the	ear	and	hurt	not.		For	look	
you,	be	not	amazed.		The	magic	islands	in	the	sky	are,	it	turns	out,	our	very	
own	garden	at	the	back	of	Pear	Tree	Cottage.		There	is	Peter.		And	there	is	the	
Tree.		For	is	this	not	what	the	mystics	teach?		In	the	primary	reality	not	only	is	
now	always	and	for	ever	now	but	here	is	always	and	for	ever	here.		And	here	
are	violets	for	you.		And	pale	primroses.		And	in	summer	you	shall	have	hot	
marigolds.		Loving	and	being	loved.		Entering	and	being	entered.		And	is	not	
this	kitchen-maid	most	goddess	like	prank'd	out?		I	love	you	I	love	you	I	love	
you.		Bliss	Bliss	Bliss.		Together	Together.		Loving	and	being	loved.		Entering	
and	being	entered.		In	the	Devon	of	the	Doggies.		In	the	magic	islands.		In	the	
gardens	of	the	sky.		O	My	Fair	Lady	-	
	
	
-		Look	Mummy	I'm	asleep	
	
-		Go	to	sleep	buttercup	
	



-		I	am	aslee'	
	
-		You	can't	be.		Otherwise	you	wouldn't	be	talking	about	it	
	
-		I'm	aslee'	AND	talkin'	'bout	it	
	
-		Go	to	sleep	
	
-		Mummy	I'm	dreaming	
	
-		What	are	you	dreaming	about?	
	
-		I'm	dreamin'	'bout	you	
	
-		About	me?	
	
-		Ye'	
	
-		What	am	I	doing?	
	
-		You're	havin'	breakfast	with	God	
	
-		I'm	having	breakfast	with	God?	
	
-		Ye'	
	
-		What	are	we	having	for	breakfast?	
	
-		You're	havin'	sausages	an'	bacon	an'	God's	havin'	porridge	
	
-		Why	is	God	having	porridge?	
	
-		God	likes	porridge.		He	made	world	out	of	it	
	
-		He	didn't	make	the	world	out	of	porridge	tulip	
	
-		Ye'	he	did.	You	told	me	
	
-		I	said	he	made	the	world	out	of	nothing	darling	
	



-		What's	nothing?	
	
-		Nothing?	
	
-		Ye'	
	
-		You	can't	explain	
	
-		What's	it	like,	nothing?	
	
-		Nothing?	It's	like	nothing.		It's	like	itself.		No	that	can't	be	right	
	
-		What's	it	most	like	then?	
	
-		Alright,	porridge	
	
-		Told	you	
	
-		Saus-ages-and-bacon!	Saus-ages-and-bacon!	Slee-py	Slee-py	Ba-by!	
Saus-ages-and-bacon!	
	
-		I'm	going	to	sleep	now	Mummy	
	
-		Oh	good	
	
-		Mummy?	
	
-		Yes	petal?	
	
-		Will	you	take	me	with	you	next	time	you	have	breakfast	with	God?	
	
-		Of	course	I	will	darling.		You	and	me	and	God	will	all	have	breakfast	together	
	
-		Goo'	night	Mummy	
	
-		Good	night	Mister	Honey	
	
Like	most	of	our	neighbours	we	had	no	inside	toilet.		("The	Maxwells,	very	nice	
class	of	refined	people,	they've	got	an	inside	toilet"	I	later	heard	my	mother	
say	as	she	laid	plans	for	a	long-term	strategy	designed	to	promote	



identification	with	a	higher	grade	of	the	social	order).		Instead	we	had	a	privy	
at	the	end	of	the	garden.		This	privy	was	a	place	of	unimaginable	horror	and	
darkness.		I	could	not	be	brought	to	enter	it	and	had	to	be	sustained	by	a	potty	
long	after	I	should	by	rights	have	progressed	along	the	royal	road	from	nappy	
to	potty	to	throne.		Mercifully	my	mother	had	never	heard	of	Freud	and	
anyway	at	that	time	let	me	be.		(Oh	dear	Oh	dear		Mrs	Maxwell,	I'm	so	
worried.		I	fear	he	may	be	developing	a	cathected	anal	fixation.		And	he's	
hardly	through	the	sado-masochistic	oral	complex	yet.		What	we'll	do	when	he	
gets	to	his	oedipals	I	don't	know).		The	privy	was	inhabited	by	terrible	demons,	
spiders	and	rats	and	man-eating	snakes,	and	nameless	shapes	of	dreadful	
darkness.		Worst	of	all	it	was	the	abode	of	Hitler.		I	sought	to	warn	the	adults	
of	the	risks	they	ran	and	the	dangers	that	they	might	encounter	on	entering	
this	place.		Like	Jeremiah	mourning	over	Jerusalem	I	lamented	their	folly	with	
loud	wails	and	cries.		But	their	habitual	levity	of	mind	and	hardness	of	heart	
had	made	them	blind.		They	continued	to	dally	with	the	forces	of	darkness	
fecklessly	and	entering	the	privy	with	cheerful	countenance	were	sometimes	
even	to	be	heard	within	it	singing.		I	heard	my	mother	singing	Praise	My	Soul	
The	King	Of	Heaven.		And	Uncle	Gladstone	who	came	to	visit	us	sang	Rule	
Britannia	and	then,	abruptly	ceasing,	a	sudden	sadness		having	gripped	him	
perhaps	in	the	midst	of	his	motions,	changed	in	mid-Britons	Never	Never	to	
Smoke	Gets	In	Your	Eyes.	As	they	would	not	heed	my	prophecies	I	did	not	
know	what	to	do	and	grew	more	and	more	anxious.		Eventually	a	dreadful	
sense	of	vocation	came	upon	me.		To	save	them	from	a	terrible	and	as	yet	
unknown	fate	I	myself	must	enter	the	privy	and	kill	Hitler.		For	days	I	shook	and	
trembled	at	this	prospect.		My	mother	grew	worried	about	my	pallor	and	took	
me	to	the	doctor	for	a	tonic	(tall	bottle,	green	liquid,	nasty	taste).																																																																																																																																																													
	
At	last	I	knew	that	the	heroic	action	could	be	put	off	no	longer.		It	was	a	still	
day	of	summer	and	propitious	for	valiant	deeds	in	that	my	mother	was	inside	
our	cottage	entertaining	Mrs	Rodber,	a	large	hearty	lady	of	florid	countenance	
and	cultured	accent	who	went	round	the	village	several	times	a	year	to	visit	
the	poor	in	their	dwellings	and	shout	patronizing	phrases	of	encouragement	at	
them.		Since	my	mother	was	a	Conservative	voter	and	a	fervent	admirer	of	
Anthony	Eden,	and	did	not	regard	herself	as	poor,	she	was	furious.		Only	the	
corner	of	an	eye	was	being	kept	on	me	in	the	garden.		I	retired	to	my	jungle	
house:	partly	to	plan	my	campaign;	partly	to	prepare	for	my	ordeal	by	prayer	
like	the	knight	kneeling	before	the	altar	in	the	Watts	painting;	and	partly	to	
pre-empt	the	possibility	of	Mrs	Rodber	emerging	from	the	house	to	invade	my	
personal	exclusion	zone	and	shout	"How	is	dear	little	Johnny?"	right	in	my	
face.		Perhaps	getting	my	name	wrong	was	a	subtle	way	of	putting	us	down.		I	



kept	as	still	as	I	could	for	a	long	time.		Suddenly	the	moment	came.		Yelling	like	
a	Samurai	warrior	I	charged	across	the	garden	uttering	piercing	cries.		
Translated	by	a	berserk,	my	fear	transformed	into	fury,	I	flung	back	the	door	of	
the	privy	shouting	"I	hate	you	Hitler".		The	sight	that	met	my	astonished	gaze	
was	that	of	Mrs	Rodber	sitting	on	the	privy,	skirts	hitched	above	her	knees,	
corsets	eased,	bloomers	fallen	about	her	ankles.		For	a	long	moment	we	stared	
at	each	other	spellbound,	as	wildebeest	must	meet	the	eye	of	lion	in	an	
eternity	of	total	and	terrible	revelation.		Then	her	white	face	turned	to	crimson	
and	she	gave	a	great	roar.		I	fled.		I	cowered	behind	the	tree.		Some	seconds	
later,	with	clothing	re-adjusted	and	superior	manner	resumed,	Mrs	Rodber	
emerged	from	the	privy.		She	stalked	into	the	house	and	from	within	it	I	could	
hear	voices	raised	in	anger,	retribution	and	resentment.		Mrs	Rodber	never	
darkened	our	door	again.		What	astonishes	me	is	that	she	should	have	been	
using	our	privy	at	all.		Had	she	been	taken	short?		Motions	of	the	bowel	are	a	
great	leveller.		Or	had	she	sought	to	score	a	double	moral	wammy	by	at	one	
blow	proving	to	herself	her	love	of	the	poor	even	unto	using	their	privies,	and	
at	the	same	time	embarrassing	my	mother,	who	for	ever	afterwards	would	be	
forced	to	anticipate	her	visits	by	purifying	the	privy	to	unheard	of	levels	of	
cleanliness?		My	mother	laughed	for	a	week.	
	
The	known	world	consisted	of	our	garden	and	the	river	that	ran	at	its	foot.		
Beyond	the	river	was	The	Other	Side,	but	only	barbarians	dwelt	in	the	savage	
woods	that	clothed	the	far	bank;	anthropophagi	and	men	whose	heads	did	
grow	beneath	their	shoulders,	or,	to	give	them	their	proper	name,	the	Leafy	
Men.		The	Leafy	Men	wore	knitting	needles	through	their	noses	and	fruity	hats	
like	my	Aunt	Polly.		Our	garden	itself	was	exceptionally	large	for	a	cottage	
garden.		It	boasted	little	formal	order,	and	vegetables,	flowers	and	herbs	dwelt	
together	in	a	happy	confusion,	each	finding	its	habitat	where	it	could.		Along	
one	side	was	a	wall,	and	along	the	wall	a	border	with	old	cotttagey	flowers:	
pinks,	lupins,	catmint	and	in	spring	the	Crown	Imperial.		On	the	other	side	old-
fashioned	roses	poured	and	scrambled	and	embraced:	Empress	Josephine,	
Rosa	Mundi,	Gloire	de	Dijon	and	lovely	rambling	crimson-and-dainty-white	
Lucy	Bertram.		I	give	these	names	with	the	hindsight	of	the	archeologist	who	
seeks	to	categorize	the	remote	past	that	he	investigates	by	pinning	it	down	
with	nomenclature.		This	epoch	is	known	to	archeology	as	The	Early	
Herbaceous	Period,		that	as	the	Upper	Lady	Marie	Beauclerk	after	a	fossilized	
old	English	period	rose	found	at	the	site.		But	every	time	that	he	creeps	up	on	a	
fragment	of	the	past	and	suddenly	swots	it	with	his	name	-	Gotcha!	I	gotcha!	I	
gotcha!	-		the	mysterious	spirit	he	seeks	vanishes	like	a	puff	of	smoke.																																															
	



To	me	the	garden	was	a	riot	of	natural	forms	of	which	the	realities	were	known	
not	by	names	but	by	a	zen-like	pointing	straight	to	the	heart	of	things.		It	was	a	
strident,	clashing,	blaring	orchestra	of	shapes	and	colours	and	volumes,	a	
Symphonie	Fantastique	of	blazing	hues	and	leaping	tendrils	and	madly	dancing	
lights	on	cartwheeling	leaves.		Here	was	a	cosmos	of	Van	Gogh	and	
Hieronymus	Bosch;	whose	stalks	shot	straight	up	to	the	sky,	where	beanleaves	
hung	huge	in	the	heavens,	asters	spun	dizzy	as	catherine	wheels,	ribbed	and	
fleshy	rhubarb	plants	were	alien	lifeforms	from	other	planets,	hollyhocks	
climbed	the	air	like	radio	masts,	teazles	and	bolted	cabbages	towered	above	
me	in	crazy	forms	belonging	by	rights	to	the	carboniferous	and	cretacious,	and	
the	colours	of	flowers	whose	nodding	heads	rang	out	their	harmonies	
ceaselessly	in	tumbling	peals	like	the	bells	of	the	old	City	of	London	fizzed	like	
fireworks.		In	one	corner	was	a	clump	of	bamboos.		This	clump	of	bamboos	was	
several	miles	wide	and	it	took	three	days	of	determined	hacking	through	its	
clinging	lianas	and	thickly	serried	trunks	to	penetrate	to	the	centre.		But	at	the	
centre,	hidden	in	secret	and	far	from	the	profane	eyes	of	the	uninitiated	
grown-ups	who	were	indeed	the	very	archetype	of	a	laity,	was,	as	in	a	
thrillingly	secluded	magic	glade,	the	heart	of	the	garden.		For	here	was	my	
jungle	house,	an	architectural	stupor	mundi,	a	magnificent	elevation	consisting	
of	an	old	carpet	offcut	and	a	bit	of	corrugated	iron.		You	could	lie	in	the	jungle	
house	and	hear	the	exotic	cries	of	the	jungle	all	around.		Tsch'k	Tsch'k	Tsch'k	
Weeeyoochah	Weeeyoochah	Weeeyoochah	Hoooooh	Hoooooh!			Monkeys	
and	gibbons	flung	themselves	in	impossible	arcs	across	ricochet-ing	planes	of	
space.		In	the	shallow	pools	crocodiles	glided	noiselessly,	their	horrible	barely	
surfaced	eyes	bulging	with	evil,	scaled	and	castellated	U-Boats	of	primeval	
savagery	and	horror.		In	the	undergrowth	Mrs	Dobbs's	parrot	swore	viciously.		I	
had	seen	this	parrot	on	visits	to	Mrs	Dobbs	next	door,	but	was	not	allowed	to	
converse	with	it	as	its	language	was	appalling.		It	had	been	a	star	pupil	of	Mr	
Dobbs,	who	was	a	sailor,	and	spent	most	of	his	leaves	ashore	instructing	it	in	
the	oaths	of	the	sea.		How	it	came	to	be	in	these	tropical	jungles	I	cannot	say,	
although	it	is	true	that	it	did	once	escape	its	confinement	and	sat	on	our	
garden	fence,	fiercely	crying	"Bugger	Off",	as	I	could	not	help	overhearing	
before	I	was	hastily	hustled	away	while	it	continued	to	repel	well-intentioned	
rescuers	with	diabolical	ferocity.		The	jungle	howled	and	shrieked.		Tsch'k	
Tsch'k	Tsch'k	Weeeyoochah	Weeeyoochah		Weeyoochah		Hoooooh	Hoooooh!	
	
It	might	perhaps	be	thought	that	in	this	jungle	throbbing	with	danger	and	
packed	tight	with	atavistic	sound	I	would	have	been	frightened.		But	this	was	
never	so	as	I	was	always	accompanied	by	the	dearest	brother	and	true	friend	
of	all	my	adventures,	Peter.		Peter	was	our	scotch	terrier.		Of	cheerful	



disposition	and	gallant	temper	he	was	the	perfect	companion	for	adventures	
of	all	kinds.		I	loved	him	without	reservation.		Dost	thou	take	this	scottie	to	be	
thy	dearly	wedded	dog?		Oh	I	do	I	do.		For	always	and	always.			For	ever	and	
ever.		Happy	were	the	songs	we	sang	as	we	marched	on	the	unending	journeys	
to	foreign	lands.		Many	was	the	mocking	tale	or	a	jibe	with	which	he	
entertained	the	long	companionable	nights	spent	spinning	yarns	or	planning	
fresh	campaigns	around	the	fire	at	the	jungle	house,	while		lynx	and	wolf	
prowled	the	moth-flickering	darkness	without.		But	confronted	with	a	labrador	
five	times	his	size,	insanely	courageous	as	scotch	terriers	are,	he	would	leap	
into	the	breach	snarling	and	barking	to	the	skirl	of	the	pipes	like	Robert	the	
Bruce	himself.	
	
The	greatest	of	all	our	adventures	was	to	be	that	when	we	would	actually	cross	
the	river	and	enter	The	Land	Of	The	Other	Side.		The	great	problem	that	would	
then	face	us	when	we	had	crossed	the	river,	apart	from	the	Leafy	Men	who	
were	of	unknown	temperament	and	disposition,	was	that	of	tigers.		There	
were	no	tigers,	though	there	was	pretty	well	everything	else,	in	the	clump	of	
bamboos.		But	there	were	tigers	in	The	Land	Of	The	Other	Side.		And	I	do	not	
mean	the	boring	mattly	striped	kind	of	zoos	and	wildlife	programmes.		But	real	
tigers:	tigers	tigers	burning	bright	in	the	forests	of	the	mind.		These	are	deep	
structure	tigers,	fiery	philogenetic	beasts	inherited	in	the	very	shapes	of	the	
soul	from	the	experiences	of	the	earliest	men,	which	every	child	knows	by	an	
inner	light,	of	which	the	ontogenetic	brutes	are	merely	the	most	superficial	
corroboration.		As	far	as	tables	and	chairs	and	other	such	mundane	objects	are	
concerned	our	minds	may	well	be	a	tabula	rasa,	a	blank	sheet	of	paper	waiting	
to	be	written	on,	an	empty	room	not	yet	filled	with	intellectual	furniture	by	our	
minding	adults.		"Ta-bul"	invites	the	grown-up,	pointing	to	the	object	and	
cooing	in	a	crazed	sing-song	manner.		"Ta-bul"	repeats	the	child,	to	humour	
the	creature	who	will	otherwise	go	on	for	ever	terrified	that	his	or	her	infant	
may	prove	marginally	less	intelligent	than	the	little	girl	of	the	neighbour	next	
door.	"Say	again?"		"Ta-bul".		There	is	a	burst	of	frantic	applause.		The	maestro	
in	charge	of	the	master	class	with	swiftest	leap	now	deftly	changes	hats	and	
becomes	the	wildly	cheering	audience,	escaping	momentarily	from	the	tedium	
of	the	quotidian	round	into	a	fevered	certainty	that	the	intellectual	future	of	
the	human	race	is	assured.		"Ta-bul".		It	is	a	rush,	a	moment	of	ecstatic	release	
as	at	the	last	night	of	the	Proms	or	scoring	the	winning	goal	on	Cup	Final	day.		
Untrammelled	and	unconfined	is	the	acclaim	at	this	evidence	of	a	new	
linguistic	genius,	this	Chomsky,	this	Wittgenstein,	this	Shakespeare	come	
again.		"Clev-er	boy.		Ta-bul.		Wheeee!	Ta-bul!"		What	fools	these	mortals	be.		
But	tigers,	the	swooping	flight	of	the	swallow,	spiders	webs	hanging	etched	



trembling	in	shining	mist	on	still	September	mornings,	the	view	from	Waterloo	
Bridge;	the	secret	names	of	these	things	we	have	known	from	the	beginning	of	
the	world.	
	
The	first	of	our	problems	was	that	we	had	no	map.		There	was	a	map	on	the	
ceiling	of	my	bedroom,	left	by	a	water	stain	when	the	roof	leaked,	but	this	
map,	and	I	suppose	I	must	have	known	this	by	a	kind	of	infused	knowledge,	
was	a	map	of	Australia.		Nevertheless,	mapless	but	intrepid,	we	did	actually	
begin	our	journey	one	day	and	began	to	cross	the	shining	majestic	waters	of	
the	mighty	river.		For	many	days	we	were	becalmed	in	our	paper	boat	(made	
and	donated	in	the	interests	of	geographical	exploration	by	my	Uncle	Telford)		
like	a	painted	ship	unmoving	on	a	breathless	painted	ocean.	Then	with	no	
warning	at	all	the	scenario	changed	and	we	found	ourselves	shooting	down	
roaring	foaming	rapids.		Peter	nearly	drowned.			But	I	grasped	his	paw	and	
pulled	him	to	safety.		Beyond	this	my	chronicle	of	memory	does	not	extend.		
Did	we	encounter	the	tigers	and	the	Leafy	Men?		I	do	not	know.		I	suppose	that	
our	epic	endeavour	may	have	been	interrupted	by	being	made	to	go	to	bed.		
Perhaps	I	was	distracted	by	a	passing	butterfy	or	the	offer	of	a	boiled	sweet.		
Or	perhaps	I	was	overtaken	by	one	of	my	sudden	fits	of	rage	and	resentment	
when	the	whole	world	would	turn	to	volcanic	fire.		My	belly	would	become	a	
poisoned	pit	of	hissing	writhing	serpents,	and	my	head	would	be	illumined	into	
dreadful	clarity	of	purpose	by	fearful	intermittent	flashes	and	sheets	of	
lightning.		Amid	the	crashing	thunder	I	would	pick	up	the	world	and	roaring	
with	outrage	throw	it	and	all	its	disgusting,	revolting	inhabitants	far	into	the	
depths	of	the	sea,	until	exhausted	by	my	fury	I	would	fall	into	a	deep	sleep,	
and	then	again	awaken	as	though	nothing	had	happened.		However	this	may	
have	been,	to	this	day	the	undiscovered	country	of	The	Land	Of	The	Other	Side	
remains	as	unvisited	and	unknown	as	Japan	was	to	Medieval	Europeans,	and	
from	its	bourn	even	until	now	no	traveller	has	ever	yet	returned.	
	
	
At	the	far	end	of	the	garden	between	the	cabbage	patch	and	the	river	was	an	
enclosure	containing	half	a	dozen	soft	fruit	bushes	and,	surrounded	by	the	
bushes	as	Jupiter	by	his	moons,	a	mighty	ancient	pear	tree.		This	enclosure	was	
known	euphemistically	by	my	mother	as	the	orchard	("Perhaps	you	would	care	
to	take	tea	with	us	one	day,	Mrs	Maxwell,	in	the	orchard?").		In	the	spring	the	
tree	was	an	arctic	waste	of	snowy	blossoms,	in	autumn	a	city	of	yellow	pears.		
The	tree	was	The	First	Of	All	Trees,	and	for	this	reason	was	The	World	Tree.		
This	was	obvious,	for	to	begin	with	it	was	by	far	the	biggest	tree	in	the	world,	
bigger	even	that	the	trees	in	The	Land	Of	The	Other	Side.		But	there	were	other	



subtler	aspects	of	its	globially	axial	character.		It	knew	everything	and	held	the	
secrets	of	life.		I	knew	this	because	the	people	who	had	lived	in	the	cottage	
before	we	did	had	told	my	parents	that	for	centuries	the	villagers	had	been	
telling	it	things,	as	in	some	places	they	tell	the	bees	when	anything	happens.		
As	it	had	already	existed	through	geological	stretches	of	time	it	had	by	this	
time	learnt	an	awful	lot.		It	was	also	quite	clear	to	me	that	The	Tree	was	
identical	with	me.		In	fact	it	was	me.		I	held	converse	with	Mr	Grass	and	Mr	
Stone	only	in	so	far	as	I	bore	a	heavy	responsibility	for	their	animation	(I	was	
not	responsible	for	moving	creatures,	they	had	a	life	of	their	own)		but	also	
only	in	so	far	as	I	was	first	and	foremost	at	one	with	The	Tree.																																																																			
	
It	is	not	easy	to	explain	this.		Peter	and	I	and	the	Tree	were	one	in	a	mysterious	
trinitarian	union.		It	was	true	that	The	Tree	could	not	walk	so	it	could	not	
accompany	Peter	and	me	on	our	frequent	expeditions	to	the	other	side	of	the	
world	(not	to	be	confused	with	The	Other	Side	-	the	other	side	of	the	world	
was	a	general	term	simply	meaning	a	long	way).		But	this	was	precisely	the	
point.		Because	The	Tree	did	not	move	it	guaranteed	continuity	of	being.		Peter	
and	I	knew	that	we	would	always	be	friends	because	you	could	always	go	back	
to	the	end	of	the	garden	at	the	end	of	an	expedition,	no	matter	how	far,	and	
say	"There's	the	Tree".		Because	it	was	always	there	you	knew,	in	a	shifting	and	
unstable	world,	where	you	were.		Because	we	could	always	go	back	to	it	we	
knew	that	we	were	ourselves.		The	Tree	was	The	Source.		In	consequence	of	
these	profound	metaphysical	attributes	The	Tree	required	worship,	cult.		On	
return	therefore	from	the	journeys	of	exploration	we	would	bring	gifts	and	
make	a	sacrifice	of	first	fruits,	by	placing	particular	treasures	we	had	come	
across	in	a	gnarled	and	vaginal	orifice	low	down	in	the	trunk,	thoughtfully	
provided	by	the	Tree	Spirit	for	just	this	purpose.		A	vacated	snail	shell	once,	
and	once	a	bent	rusty	safety	pin,	and,	on	an	especially	important	occasion	
when	we	got	as	far	south	as	New	Zealand	(we	knew	it	was	New	Zealand	
because	we	found	a	tuft	of	sheep's	wool),	gift	most	precious,		the	broken	half	
of	a	heavenly	blue	thrush's	egg.	
	
	
One	day,	doubtless	in	the	interests	of	social	advancement	I	was	taken	by	my	
mother	to	see	the	Maxwells.		It	was	on	this	occasion	that	I	discovered	that	they	
did	not	have	a	toilet	but	a	lavva	tree.		"But	I	thought	they	had	a	toilet"	I	
whined,	confused.		"Nice	people	do	not	have	toilets,	they	have	lavva	trees"	
hissed	my	mother,	who	must	have	been	doing	some	research	on	the	niceties	
of	euphemism	and	its	inbuilt	tendency	to	obsolescence;	in	so	far	as	its	
neutralizing	phrases	so	rapidly	become	contaminated	by	that	very	



unmentionable	reality	to	which	they	draw	attention.		I	was	deeply	puzzled.		
How	could	the	Maxwells	do	their	pooh-poohs	in	a	tree?		Cultural	customs	were	
certainly	astonishingly	varied.		During	tea	conversation	turned	to	theological	
topics:	the	absolutely	essential	importance	of	belief	in	a	personal	devil,	the	
desirability	of	reservation	of	the	Blessed	Sacrament	in	the	local	parish	church.		
There	was	a	certain	confusion	in	my	mother's	mind	between	the	social	and	
theological	components	of	what	she	called	"high	views".		But	she	was	quite	
clear	as	to	what	she	deplored.		The	combination	of	being	working	class	and	
Methodist	that	was	to	be	found	in	my	father's	family	plumbed	the	depths.																																		
	
I	was	pre-occupied		by	the	problem	of	how	the	Maxwells	managed	their	pooh-
poohs	all	through	the	weak	tea	drunk	from	a	bone	china	crown	derby	service,	
the	stewed	prunes	and	choice	of	either	seedcake	or	Victoria	sponge	sandwich.		
"He's	a	shy	boy"	said	my	mother	"Come	on	Henry,	say	something	to	Mrs	
Maxwell".		"How	do	you	do	your	pooh-poohs?"	I	asked.		There	was	
pandemonium.		My	mother	leapt	to	her	feet	coughing	and	spluttering	like	HM	
Government	denying	any	responsibility	for	a	minor	official	who	has	made	an	
unfortunate	diplomatic	gaffe	in	a	foreign	embassy.		Mrs	Maxwell,	who	must	
have	been	great-souled,	or	perhaps	merely	not	wholly	averse	to	displaying	the	
gleaming	porcelain	evidence	of	social	cachet,	replied	airily	with	an	easy	laugh"	
We	have	a	lavva	tree	of		course".		"Can	I	see	it?"	I	demanded.		We	all	trooped	
into	the	all-in-one	bathroom,	bath	and	washbasin	in	matching	colours,	lavatory	
bowl	by	Pontifex	Brothers.		"Aah!	Aah!	How	lovelee"	responded	my	mother	
with	delight	-	her	animation	making	her	so	pretty	that	I	nearly	died	with	delight	
too	-		forgetting	for	the	moment	that	thou	shalt	not	covet	thy	neighbour's	
lavatory	bowl,	her	eyes	growing	slightly	misty	with	glimpsed	future	glories.		But	
O	wonder	of	wonders!	The	lavva	tree	was	indeed	a	tree.		Like	our	own	World	
Tree	it	had	a	trunk,	thin	it	was	true	and	fastened	to	the	wall	with	staples	like	an	
espaliered	plum.		Like	our	Tree	it	swelled	out	at	the	top	and	sang	and	gurgled,	
as	the	branches	of	The	World	Tree	whispered	their	mysterious	messages	into	
the	wind.		Like	our	Tree	too	it	had	a	rope	hanging	down	that	you	could	grasp	
and	doubtless	swing	upon.		In	this	case	it	was	a	chain	but	the	principle	was	the	
same.		Like	our	Tree	it	was	rooted	in	the	earth	and	its	foundations	ran	down	
into	unknown	darknesses.		But	here	was	a	fascinating	difference.		Instead	of	
roots	it	had	a	river	that	flowed	round	a	U-bend	on	down	into	the	dark	kingdom	
of	the	pooh-poohs.		"Thank	you	very	much"	I	said,	entranced.																																																																																																																								
	
I	saw	at	once	that	Peter	and	I	must	journey	down	this	river	in	our	paper	boat.		
Fear	and	terror	constricted	my	throat.		I	stared	with	my	inward	eye	fixated	and	
horrified.		We	had	many	times	braved	the	great	waters	and	the	wide	oceans	in	



our	paper	boat.		But	never	had	we	ventured	on	an	underground	river,	a	Congo	
flowing	backwards	into	a	heart	of	darkness,	a	waterway	that	would	gather	
speed	and	momentum,	that	would	move	more	and	more	and	more	quickly	and	
faster	and	faster	and	faster	until	Schloop!	-	we	were	sucked	into	a	black	
cavern's	mouth,	a	gaping	swallett.		But	go	we	must.		There	was	no	gainsaying	
the	call	and	no	hero	worth	his	salt	would	for	a	moment	refuse.		In	a	flash	all	
was	clear	to	me.		Hitler	did	not	live	in	the	privy,	I	had	been	wrong	about	that,	
as	had	been	shown	by	my	journey	beyond	its	door	which	had	revealed	not	him	
but	Mrs	Rodber.		He	was	a	far	more	dreadful	figure	than	even	I	had	imagined.		
He	was	The	Dark	Lord	of	the	Pooh	Poohs	himself,	dwelling	in	his	kingdom	deep	
under	the	earth	in	his	palace	of	excrement.		Like	the	Latin	word	sacer	
excrement	was	both	sacred	and	abominable.		The	source	of	Hitler's	power	was	
its	fascinating	magical	virtue.		To	defeat	Hitler	I	myself	must	gain	control	of	this	
invaluable	resource.		"It's	wonderful.	Your	lavva	tree"	I	told	Mrs	Maxwell.		We	
were	not	able	to	embark	on	this	great	new	adventure	until	my	mother	had	said	
goodbye	to	the	Maxwells	("Thank	you	so	much.		Such	a	lovely	china	tea	
service.		I'm	so	glad	you	approve	of	auricular	confession.		And	we	did	enjoy	the	
lavatory")	and	we	had	arrived	back	home.																						
	
Peter	and	I	hastened	upstairs	to	gather	together	the	essential	supplies	that	we	
would	need	for	the	expedition.		Bent	rusty	safety	pin.		Check.		Yellow	
gobstopper.		Check.		Disused	black	bobbin.	Check.		Emergency	butterscotch.	
Check.		At	last	all	was	assembled.		Especially	for	this	expedition	the	paper	boat	
was	re-named	"The	Uncle	Telford"	in	honour	of	its	constructor.		We	hurried	
back	to	the	Maxwells.		When	we	arrived	at	the	lavva	tree	bowl	The	Uncle	
Telford	was	waiting,	bobbing	and	tilting	against	her	white	porcelain	quay.		The	
boat	rocked	as	we	climbed	in	and	running	up	the	sails	and	unfurling	the	flag	we	
sent	a	last	signal:	"We	may	be	gone	for	some	time.		Save	us	some	liquorice	
allsorts	from	the	next	ration",	and	then	we	pushed	off	in	a	north-easterly	
direction.		"Steady	there.		Belay	that	rope.		Watch	out	for	alligators.		Steer	
Green	185".		At	first	the	flow	of	the	current	was	fairly	moderate	and	we	had	
time	to	admire	the	Maxwells'	neat	garden,	the	admirable	qualities	of	which	my	
mother	had	already	pointed	out	to	me	with	enthusiasm	("Real	class	the	
garden,	real	class.	Oh	yes	very	select.	You	can	see	right	away	that	they	are	
people	of	taste").		By	this	time	the	channel	was	beginning	to	narrow.		Peter	
drew	my	attention	to	the	approaching	U-bend.		We	could	now	see	that	the	
banks	of	the	river	were	lined	with	teapots,	brown	wardrobes	and	huge	white	
lavatory	bowls.		The	boat	began	to	gather	momentum.		Faster	and	faster	and	
faster	and	faster.		At	breakneck	speed	we	entered	the	black	hole	of	the	U-bend	
and	shot	down	into	the	darkness.		Down	down	down	down.		On	and	on	and	on.		



Down	down	down	down.		Down	down	down	down	down.		Where	was	Peter?		
Where	was	Peter?		I	was	on	my	own.	My	blood	turned	to	ice,	my	bones	were	
distilled	to	jelly.		I	was	rigid	with	the	act	of	fear,	the	hairs	were	risen	upright	on	
my	head	like	frills	upon	the	fretful	porpentine.		Where	was	I?		I	slowly	began	to	
make	things	out	in	the	gloom.		Great	Scott!		I	was	a	prisoner	in	the	palace	of	
excrement!		I	was	in	a	dark	narrow	cell	with	a	barred	window.		And	somebody	
was	coming	into	my	cell.		Somebody	was	coming	into	my	cell.		Hitler	was	
coming	into	my	prison	cell.		In	a	fearful	intensification	of	horror	the	venue	of	
this	terrifying	scene	was	at	the	same	time	the	murky	bend	in	the	stairs	that	I	
had	to	pass	to	go	to	bed	each	evening	where	the	Black	Men	of	the	Night	
lurked.		With	a	stab	of	hideous	revelation	I	realized	that,	of	course,	Hitler	was	
the	Fuhrer	of	the	Black	Men	of	the	Night.		He	had	a	bag.		He	was	putting	the	
bag	over	my	head.		I	couldn't	breathe.		I	screamed	and	screamed	and	
screamed	and	awoke	screaming	in	my	mother's	enfolding	arms.		O	the	blessed	
arms	of	my	dearest	mother.		It	was	not	Hitler	and	his	bag.		It	was	my	mother	
and	her	loving	arms.		
	
It	was	during	this	time,	round	about	the	early	summer	of	1941	I	suppose,	that	
Pam	Hardy	arrived.		Pam	Hardy.		I	was	brought	into	the	living	room	to	be	
introduced	to	her.		I	instantly	adored	her,	worshipped	her,	was	transfixed,	
pierced	to	the	heart,	fell	down	on	my	knees	crying	A	boon	A	boon,	Send	me	on	
my	task,	my	ordeal,	I	love	you.		Apart	from	my	mother	she	was	the	first	of	all	
my	loves.		"This	is	Henry.	Say	hello	to	Pam,	Henry"	said	my	mother.		
"Dunwanna"	I	muttered.		"He's	very	shy"	said	my	mother	"Now	come	on	
Henry,	Pam's	a	very	nice	girl".		"Isn't".		Pam	was	an	evacuee	from	London.		
Because	she	was	lame	and	had	callipers	and	wet	the	bed	the	authorities	in	
charge	of	placing	evacuees	had	found	it	difficult	to	find	anybody	who	would	
take	her	in.		My	mother	did	so	at	once	without	hesitation.		As	she	already	had	
a	most	copious	bedwetter	perhaps	she	felt	that	one	more	set	of	yellowing	
sheets	steaming	before	the	fire	wouldn't	make	much	difference.		Pam	had	
mousey	hair	and	wore	glasses	and	a	gym	slip	and	black	stockings	which	
frequently	had	holes	in	them.		Through	these	holes	searingly	beautiful	patches	
of	white	flesh	could	be	glimpsed	and	in	times	of	recollection	feverishly	
venerated.		Once	when	she	was	bending	over	I	smelt	her	flesh	through	one	of	
these	holes	in	her	stocking.		It	was	right	up	there	with	the	newly	baked	bread	
and	the	frying	bacon.		The	first	day	that	she	lived	with	us	we	walked	in	the	
garden	between	the	end	of	tea	and	the	hour	when	I	had	to	go	to	bed.		She	
hobbled	along	and	I	was,	for	once,	totally	tongue-tied.			Finally	I	decided	to	risk	
everything.		I	blurted	out	-	
	



-		Would	you	like	to	see	my	snail?	
	
That	afternoon	I	had	captured	a	snail	that	I	was	now	treasuring	in	a	box.		I	had	
placed	him	as	an	offering	in	the	shrine	at	the	foot	of	The	World	Tree,	providing	
him	with	grass	and	a	piece	of	lettuce	to	guarantee	his	sustenance	and	further	
his	happiness.	
	
-		Oh	I'd	love	to	
	
-		Would	you	like	to	know	his	name?	
	
-		Very	much	
	
-		It's	Samuel	
	
-		What	a	lovely	name	
	
-		There	he	is	
	
Pam	bent	down	over	the	blindly	waving	head	and	tenderly	delicate	horns.		She	
uttered	a	guttural	pre-verbal	sound	and	her	voice	sank	soft	and	low.		An	
excellent	thing	in	woman.		It	was	a	bit	like	lake	water	lapping	with	a	low	sound	
by	the	shore.		It	was	my	first	experience	of	sex.		It	was	as	if	a	door	had	opened	
onto	an	inner	chamber	and	I	felt	myself	bathed	in	a	tender	blast	of	loving	
warmth	and	light.		It	was	the	earth-goddess	adoring	her	creatures.		Initiates	
into	this	great	mystery,	from	that	moment	on	Pam	and	I	became	inseparable.		
Never	did	knight	more	dearly	worship	his	lady	nor	lover	trip	more	gladly	beside	
his	lass.		We	carried	her	woman's	attention	to	the	world	about	between	us	as	if	
it	were	a	chalice,	a	light	from	the	primary	reality,	in	its	way	an	action	of	nature	
as	objectively	given	to	her	personality	as	it	was	to	mine,	a	third	force,	a	Holy	
Ghost.	And	even	today,	as	I	subject	my	past	to	the	X-ray	scrutiny	of	my	present	
consciousness,	there	is	a	dark	spot,	a	patch	of	mysterious	opacity,	on	the	films	
that	swim	into	miraculously	emergent	shapes	in	the	dark	room,	a	light	source	
too	bright	for	capture.		We	went	everywhere	together,	wet	the	bed	together,	
shared	long	silences,	swopped	treasures,	loved	every	byway	and	nook	of	the	
garden,	above	all	traced	and	tracked	and	cherished	snails,	worms,	slugs,	newts,	
frogs,	toads,	grasshoppers,	beetles	and	even	once	a	grass	snake.	Every	
creature	that	crept	and	crawled	was	the	beloved	of	Pam	and	therefore	
precious	to	me	also,	an	interest	that	I	have	never	lost.															
	



We	would	devotedly	follow	snails	as	they	proceeded	along	their	silver	trails	
elegantly	stretching	out		their	necks	and	slowly	wiggling	their	bottoms;		like	
fashion	models	glistening	with	sex	as	they	flaunted	themselves	on	the	catwalk	
in	almost	infinite	slow	motion.		We	would	stare	straight	into	the	ancient	
unwinking	eyes	of	frogs,	immobile	as	buddhas,	jewelled	satsumo	wrestlers	
hunkered	down	as	still	as	stones,	as	green	and	brown	and	unmoving	as	the	
earth	itself	until	-	thwit!	they	had	swallowed	a	fly	and	-	floop!	they	had	
vanished.		We	gave	Christian	burial	to	a	sprawled	dehydrated	dead	toad.		We	
crouched	spellbound	with	horror	before	the	decomposing	carcass	of	a	
hedgehog	roaring	with	flies	like	a	munitions	factory	making	Lancaster	
bombers.		Beetles	were	captured	in	matchboxes	and	endowed	with	warmly	
affectionate	biographies.		We	solicitously	removed	to	places	of	safety	slugs	
slowly	crossing	the	lawn,	lest	their	slimy	lives	be	abruptly	terminated	by	a	
stuka	dive	bombing	thrush.		The	only	time	that	we	were	separated	was	when	
Peter	and	I	went	on	the	expeditions	to	the	other	side	of	the	world.		With	an	
unthinking	sexism	typical	of	the	era	he	and	I	had	agreed	that	these	fearful	
perils	were	no	place	for	a	woman.		But	on	our	return	we	would	lay	down	at	her	
feet	the	booty	of	our	travels	like	Drake	and	Raleigh	paying	homage	to	Queen	
Elizabeth.		So	it	was	that	I	first	fell	in	love.	Cool	and	beautiful,	she	moved	
within	the	silences	and	joined	the	days.		She	walked	between	the	light	blue	
and	the	dark	(the	colours	of	the	local	girls	high	school)	along	long	forsaken	
roads	where	angels	sing	beyond	the	river	and	the	tree.	


