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Remembering Mr Firth

So –

You are curious to know

What sort of man he was,

What kind of teacher?

Some, I guess, would say that he was unpredictable and loud,

Heavy-handed, hard-headed, proud,

A fiery figure with his froth of wild white hair

And bright all-seeing eyes,

That he talked too much

And listened too little.

Well –

I’ll tell you.

He was a teacher

Who lifted history from the dusty page,

Re-fought battles on a chalky wooden board,

A storyteller who painted pictures of the past in vivid colour,

An enthusiast who, with bursts of energy

And eyes gleaming with a quick impassioned fire,

Resurrected shadowy characters of a bygone age:

Fabled kings and tragic queens, pale-faced martyrs and holy monks,

Princes and peasants, tyrants and warriors.

He brought history to life.

I recall

One cold November day,

In a hushed classroom

When he told the story of the sorrowful Scottish queen

Who climbed the scaffold stiffly,

Clad in a gown the colour of dried blood

To meet her fate at Fortheringhay,

And I felt that I was there.

So –

You are curious to know

What sort of man he was,

What kind of teacher?

He was the best.
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David Pritchard, the inspector for Mathematics, PE and Games, was in rare good mood that Friday morning. It was during the schools’ summer holidays and the two of us had been busily occupied for a good couple of hours packing up all our belongings in our old place of work, ready to take to the school inspectors’ new office downstairs. We were having a break from our exertions, much of which entailed sorting through old files and putting papers no longer needed into rubbish bags – in the sure knowledge that we would require something we had thrown away within the first week of term. David, perched on the edge of a desk, was entertaining me with some amusing anecdotes related to his visits to the county’s schools the previous term.

‘There was the occasion,’ he said, smiling widely at the memory of the incident, ‘when the teacher, in an effort to test the children in their numeracy skills of addition, asked his class of nine-year-olds: “Now, children, if I laid eight eggs over here and nine eggs over there, what would I have?” “A bloody miracle,” had come a muttered voice from the back of the room.’

I hooted with laughter – I just loved the things these young ‘innocents’ came out with.

‘Another time,’ David continued, ‘a teacher was reprimanding a child who hadn’t used a ruler and had drawn a very wobbly line freehand across his exercise book. “Don’t you know what the word ‘straight’ means?” the teacher asked crossly. “Yes, miss,” had come the reply, “without water”.’

David and I were both laughing uproariously when a figure appeared at the door to the office.

Mrs Brenda Savage, Personal Assistant to Dr Gore, the Chief Education Officer, stood framed in the doorway with the usual haughty expression on her carefully made-up face. She was dressed in a tailored grey tweed jacket, tight pencil skirt, cream silk blouse with filigree lace collar, black patent leather shoes and, as was her wont, was garlanded in an assortment of expensive-looking jewellery. She looked for the entire world as if she were about to enter the set of one of those glamorous American soap operas. There was not a crease, not a hair out of place. She remained there regarding us with a self-important expression on her face.

‘May I help you, Mrs Savage?’ asked my colleague, staring over his spectacles.

‘Mr Pritchard,’ she said slowly and deliberately and giving him a decidedly chilly look, ‘I had assumed that by this time the school inspectors would have relocated themselves to the office downstairs.’

‘My dear Mrs Savage,’ said David calmly, ‘I have no desire to be impolite, much less disobliging, but we are in the very process of moving.’

‘Well, as far as I can see, Mr Pritchard,’ continued Mrs Savage, surveying the room, ‘you haven’t got very far. It is now Friday and you have to vacate these premises by today at the very latest so that Mr Reid and the Social Services team can move in at the beginning of next week. It’s on my schedule here.’ She tapped a long scarlet-painted fingernail on the clipboard she held in front of her. Mrs Savage paused a moment, waiting for a reply but when one was not forthcoming she continued, her voice dripping with condescension. ‘It appears to me that very little has been done.’

‘I am fully aware of what day it is and what needs to be done, Mrs Savage,’ replied David, giving her a thin smile that conveyed little more than feigned interest. ‘I will be out of here by the end of the day, you can be quite certain of that. Come Monday, the area of the office which at present I occupy will be as empty as the North York Moors in December.’

‘I did send a memorandum,’ Mrs Savage persisted, ‘stating quite clearly that it was imperative that the school inspectors’ office be cleared in good time so that Mr Reid and the Social Services team are able to occupy it at the beginning of next week.’

‘Indeed you did, Mrs Savage, and I read your memorandum with immense interest, as I always do when I receive one of your missives. I will vacate the office by the end of the day.’ He replaced his glasses and returned to sorting through some papers on his desk.

The CEO’s Personal Assistant was as unrelenting as a starving bulldog with a juicy bone and remained at the door standing stiff and straight, looking back at David with a stern expression. Since starting my job as a school inspector some four years before, I had found Mrs Savage, as had my three colleagues, extremely prickly and sometimes downright objectionable. This dramatically good-looking widow of indeterminate age, always immaculately turned out and dressed in the most expensive and elegant of outfits, sadly did not have a personality to match. She could be by turns rude and deferential, depending on the status and position of the person to whom she was talking. And it was patently clear she did not like talking to the school inspectors who she felt had far too much clout and influence. Her dislike of us was obvious and she seemed to go out of her way to be the most irritating, ill-mannered and petty member of the Education Department. Mrs Savage had a frightening reputation, an acid manner and a penchant for burdening us with a snowstorm of memoranda on every conceivable subject.

Getting no further response from David, she now turned her frosty eye in my direction and arched a carefully plucked eyebrow. ‘Mr Phinn.’

‘Mrs Savage?’ I said.

‘May I have your assurance that this office will be cleared and available for Mr Reid and the Social Services team by Monday morning?’

‘You have my assurance, Mrs Savage,’ I told her. ‘The day is yet young. All will be removed by the end of this afternoon.’

‘It’s just that there appears to be still so much in here to pack,’ she said, glancing around the room and pulling a face as if there were a bad smell. ‘That corner area looks as if it hasn’t been touched at all.’

‘That’s because it hasn’t,’ said David airily, without looking up from his papers. ‘That’s Mr Clamp’s domain.’

‘And where –’ Mrs Savage began.

‘And he’s away in Italy,’ added David.

‘Away in Italy!’ she exclaimed.

‘On his holidays,’ said David.

‘On his holidays!’ repeated Mrs Savage.

‘Even school inspectors have holidays, Mrs Savage,’ said David, looking up. ‘As the inspector for Visual and Creative Arts, he is spending two creative weeks in Venice, Florence and Rome, where he is collecting material for next term’s art courses. Then he is spending a third week in Sorrento.’

‘But this is a most inconvenient time for him to decide to take a holiday,’ she growled.

‘Mrs Savage,’ said David, ‘you must understand that we school inspectors can only take our holidays when the teachers and pupils take theirs and not in term time.’ He blinked up at her through his spectacles.

‘But Mr Clamp should have kept this week free,’ she said peevishly. ‘My memorandum specifically earmarked this week for the office to be cleared prior to the move next week,’ she continued, relentlessly pursuing her theme. ‘When it was agreed by Dr Gore that the school inspectors should have larger premises downstairs – something about which I had strong reservations, I have to admit – I indicated in a first memorandum that the move would take place during the schools’ summer holidays.’

‘But not exactly when,’ I commented.

‘I beg your pardon?’ She gave me a disdainful glance.

‘You never gave an exact date when you required us to move.’

‘I stated the date specifically in the second memorandum,’ said Mrs Savage sharply, tapping at her clipboard again. ‘It was all carefully planned. I said it in my memorandum quite distinctly, the one that Mr Clamp has clearly ignored.’

David began shuffling papers with more noise than was necessary. I stared out of the window.

‘And when will Mr Clamp be back, may I ask?’ she enquired. ‘Perhaps you can –’

‘Mrs Savage,’ sighed David, raising his hand and, in the process, stopping her mid sentence, ‘I am not my colleague’s keeper. What he does and where he goes is entirely his own concern. Knowing Mr Clamp, as we all do, you will be well aware that, like many a creative person, he is somewhat elusive, unconventional and unpredictable and is certainly not one to be easily directed by others. He is one of the world’s individuals, a maverick.’

‘Well, we will have to see what Dr Gore has to say about it,’ she replied, her face flushing with annoyance.

‘It’s not Mr Clamp’s fault,’ I told her. ‘I’m afraid your second memorandum with the dates of the move must have arrived on our desks after Mr Clamp had departed for Italy.’

‘I think not!’ she snapped. ‘I sent that memorandum out a good three weeks ago. It is typical of Mr Clamp to ignore my memoranda. I have had occasion to speak to him about it before.’

‘Well, whatever,’ said David dismissively, ‘he’s not here and no doubt at this very moment he’s lying on the beach in Sorrento.’

‘But what about all his files and folders, his cabinets and cupboards, all these pictures and posters, papers and boxes?’ Mrs Savage asked. ‘They can’t remain here.’

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Savage,’ I said, ‘we’ll move his things for him.’

David gave a hollow laugh. ‘We most certainly will not!’ he cried, emphasising the first word. ‘I do not intend moving them. I’ve got quite enough of my own stuff without lugging all Sidney’s rubbish down two flights of stairs. Not with my bad back, I’m not.’

‘Well, this is most unsatisfactory,’ said Mrs Savage. ‘It is imperative that this room is cleared today for –’

‘Mr Reid and the Social Services team to move in on Monday,’ interrupted David. ‘Yes, Mrs Savage, so you keep saying.’ Then he added mischievously, ‘Perhaps you could arrange for someone to pack Mr Clamp’s stuff? What about Derek from the Post Room?’

‘Certainly not!’ she snapped. ‘I am far too busy to arrange anything of the sort. I have a major conference for Dr Gore to organise, quite apart from all my other urgent administrative duties within the department.’

‘My, my, what a busy bee you are, Mrs Savage,’ observed David.

She ignored the sarcasm. ‘And, in any case,’ she continued, ‘it is the inspectors’ responsibility to move their own files and materials and to clear their desks.’ She glanced at the only area of the room that was empty of everything apart from the cleared desk. ‘It’s a pity that all the inspectors aren’t as efficient and well organised as Dr Mullarkey. I notice that she has moved everything of hers.’

‘We can’t all be as efficient and well organised as the inspector for Science and Technology,’ said David.

‘More’s the pity,’ she muttered.

‘Mrs Savage –’ began David in a voice threatening to brim over with fury.

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Savage,’ I interrupted, ‘the room will be cleared by the end of the day.’

‘I sincerely hope so,’ she said, her mouth drawn together.

‘Is there anything else, Mrs Savage?’ asked David. ‘It’s just that we are rather busy at the moment and we do wish to make a start moving into our new offices downstairs.’ He peered over his glasses. ‘We certainly wouldn’t want Mr Reid and the Social Services team to be inconvenienced, now, would we?’

Mrs Savage gave him a look like the sweep of a scythe and made a loud clucking noise with her tongue. ‘I shall be having words with Dr Gore,’ she threatened.

‘Please do that,’ Mrs Savage,’ said David. ‘In fact, perhaps he might like to give us a hand moving.’

The Personal Assistant of the Chief Education Officer departed angrily in a whiff of Chanel Number 5.

‘In all my years in education,’ said David, removing his spectacles, ‘I have never, never met such a pettifogging, tactless, infuriating and interfering person as Mrs Savage. Who does she think she is, swanning over here, speaking to us like an infants head teacher telling off some naughty children? It’s a pity she hasn’t anything better to do with her time. ‘I have a major conference for Dr Gore to organise,’ she says. Who does she think she’s kidding? When was the last time the CEO held a conference?’

‘She just likes to appear important,’ I said. ‘You shouldn’t let her wind you up so much. You’ll give yourself a coronary getting so angry.’

‘Gervase,’ said David, ‘if the woman had, like any normal person given the job of organising an office move, enquired in a pleasant and good-humoured way how things were going, I wouldn’t have got all wound up. Goodness knows how such a tactless, talentless and tyrannical person like Mrs Savage has managed to get the position she has, and how in heaven’s name Dr Gore puts up with her is beyond belief.’

‘She does have some abilities,’ I said. ‘She’s quite efficient in her own way. It’s just her manner.’

‘The only ability that virago is blessed with,’ said David, ‘is to appear very busy whilst actually avoiding work of any kind. “Major conference for Dr Gore”, my foot! And what are all these urgent administrative duties within the department? She delegates everything she’s given. I don’t recall seeing Mrs Savage in her tight skirt and high heels ever risk breaking her nails taking so much as a pile of files from her office to one of the committee rooms. I’ve a good mind –’

David’s diatribe was interrupted by the appearance at the door of Julie, the inspectors’ secretary. ‘Has she gone?’ she asked in hushed voice.

‘She has,’ I told her.

‘Thank goodness for that,’ she sighed. ‘I just couldn’t face she of the joyless countenance and the viper’s tongue this morning. Mrs Savage has that wonderful effect of brightening up the room by leaving it.’

David grunted, shook his head and muttered something inaudible. He was obviously still simmering.

‘What did she want at half past ten on a Friday morning?’ Julie asked.

‘To see if we’d cleared the office,’ I told her.

‘Well, what’s it got to do with her?’ asked Julie.

‘She’s been put in charge of the move,’ I told her, ‘and she was checking up.’

‘As you well know, Julie,’ said David, ‘everything in the Education Department has to do with the meddlesome Brenda. She has her long red-nailed fingers in every pie. Well, if she thinks that pestering me will make me vacate this office any quicker, she’s got another think coming. I shall move out in my own good time. And there’s no way I’m shifting all Sidney’s stuff downstairs.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Julie. ‘I’ll sort it out later.’

‘You can’t possibly do all that on your own,’ said David.

‘We’ll do it together, Julie,’ I said, ‘when I’ve finished moving my own things.’

‘OK,’ she said smiling. ‘Now, who’s for a cup of coffee?’

‘I’ll have a large strong sweet mug of caffeinated coffee, please,’ I said. ‘I have an idea that it’s going to be a long long day.’

‘I could do with a double brandy after that encounter,’ David remarked. He picked up a large cardboard box full of files. ‘I’ll dispense with the coffee, thank you, Julie, and make a start re-homing this little lot downstairs. I want to pick a spot well away from Sidney. When he’s in the office, I never get anything done.’

‘I’ll get the coffee and then I’ll give you a hand,’ Julie told me.

‘And, despite what I told the wicked witch of County Hall,’ said David, ‘I suppose I shall reluctantly have to help you move all Sidney’s stuff or I’ll never hear the last of it.’ He shook his head like a terrier. ‘Not that I wish to agree with Mrs Savage, but it is damned inconvenient for Sidney to be away just now. Typical, of course. That man could fall into a mound of steaming manure and emerge smelling of roses.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Julie, laughing, and headed for the door.

If the man in the street were to describe what he imagined a school inspectors’ secretary might look like, I guess he would picture a small, serious-minded and quietly efficient woman with grey hair scraped into a neat little bun at the back of her head. She would be dressed soberly with sensible flat-heeled shoes and a few bits of plain jewellery. She would be deferential, inconspicuous and innocuous. Well, Julie could not have been more different. She wore ridiculously short skirts, tight-fitting jumpers and outrageously high heels, and had thick bubbly dyed-blonde hair. Heads turned whenever this young woman with the hourglass figure and swinging hips sashayed down the marbled corridors of County Hall.

Everyone in the inspectors’ office loved Julie and relied heavily upon her. She had the qualities of many a Yorkshire lass; she was funny, excessively talkative, outspoken and bighearted but also possessed the sterling qualities of the really good secretary. Julie was industrious, highly organised and entirely loyal. She was also very discreet when it came to anything within the inspectors’ office but she had a useful network of contacts within County Hall who supplied her with all the latest gossip, which was relayed to us at regular intervals.

That morning, Julie was wearing a body-hugging turtleneck jumper of shocking pink, a black pelmet of a skirt, treacherously high red leather stiletto shoes and a pair of large pendulous silver earrings. It was not the sort of outfit best suited for someone who would be spending the day moving everything down two flights of stairs from one office to another.

A few minutes later she arrived back with two steaming mugs, which she set down on Dr Mullarkey’s desk, the only one with an area left uncovered.

‘So how was your holiday?’ I asked, reaching for the coffee.

‘Never again!’ she exclaimed, perching on the edge of the desk, crossing her long legs and throwing her head back like a model posing for a photograph.

‘Not too good then?’ I hazarded.

She uncrossed her legs and sat up straight. ‘I went camping in France with my boyfriend and his mum and dad. For the last three years we’ve been on holiday with Paul’s parents, and I should know better by now. Well, this is definitely the last time I’m going with them. After that disastrous time in Spain three years ago when Paul fell asleep in the sun and woke up like a lobster with an attitude problem and a face full of blisters the size of balloons, we decided to stay in England the next year and go to Skegness in his auntie’s caravan. I think I told you it rained for the full two weeks except for the one fine day when Paul broke his ankle jumping off the sea wall. I spent most days at the hospital and most nights wide awake listening to Paul’s father snoring like a hippopotamus with sinus trouble.’

‘Yes, I remember you regaling me with the Skegness saga. So what happened in France?’

‘It was worse,’ she said. ‘We were squashed in two leaking tents near a stagnant, mosquito-infested lake, the showers packed up, Paul’s mum moaned about the food the entire time, and his dad got into an argument with the site manager when he told him that the French were pretty quick to surrender to the Nazis in the last war and if it wasn’t for the British Army bailing them out, he’d be wearing great jackboots and speaking German.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said, smiling.

‘Then Paul got food poisoning from a plateful of prawns, the car broke down just as we were driving onto the ferry and all the French lorry drivers we held up behind us hurled abuse at us. When we did finally manage to get across the Channel, the Customs men found and confiscated the extra bottles of duty free that Paul’s mother had hidden under her coat, and she never stopped whingeing all the way back to Yorkshire.’

‘Yes, it was certainly eventful,’ I said.

‘Never again,’ sighed Julie, shaking her blonde curls. She took a sip of coffee. ‘Have you been to France?’

‘I went to Paris with the school when I was fifteen and I can’t say it was a great success,’ I told her, remembering the miserable time I had had in a dark and spartan hostel on the outskirts of the city, sleeping in a dormitory colder than death, on a bunk bed as hard as nails. ‘It came as quite a shock,’ I told Julie, ‘that all the French I had been learning for years and years at school was completely incomprehensible to the Parisians. People just laughed when I opened my mouth.’

‘Well, it’ll be the last time I go to France, I can tell you,’ said Julie.

‘Oh, I shall go again one day,’ I said. ‘Of course, it helps having a wife who can speak the language. Christine spent a year there as part of her French course at college so I won’t make a fool of myself the next time. I’ll let her do all the talking. When the baby gets older, we intend to go camping in Brittany.’

‘So where did you go for your holidays this summer then?’ Julie asked.

‘We stayed in Yorkshire,’ I told her, recalling the wonderful two weeks Christine and our baby son Richard had spent in a guesthouse in Robin Hood’s Bay on the east coast.

The weather had been gloriously bright and rain-free, and we had enjoyed many a happy hour sitting on the beach in the sunshine making sand castles – I claimed I had to get in practice for when Richard was older – collecting shells, searching for crabs in the rock pools, walking along the cliff top with the baby strapped to my back, and exploring the little snickleways between the cottages in the village. Each evening, when the baby was safely tucked up in his cot, Christine and I would sit in the guesthouse’s conservatory that overlooked the great sweep of the bay. What a scene it was: the looming cliffs rising from a placid sea turned pinkand gold by the setting sun, the jutting outcrops of dark purple rocks reaching out like gnarled fingers. I had been so happy.

Tricky Dicky, as we called him, had not lived up to his nickname; he had been far from demanding. In fact, he had not been an ounce of trouble, feeding happily, sleeping soundly and crying rarely. He was such a contented child that we really couldn’t believe our good fortune in having such a model baby.

‘So was it good?’ asked Julie.

‘It was super,’ I told her. ‘We had a great time.’

‘Well,’ she said, stretching, ‘I’m glad somebody did. You had better finish your coffee. We have work to do.’

By the end of the afternoon, the small cramped room that had been my place of work for four years was clear of everything. David, Julie and I had made journey after journey up and down the narrow stairs, struggling with boxes full of reports and guidelines, balancing armfuls of files and folders, carting books and journals. The worst stuff to carry down was, of course, everything that belonged to Sidney. By five o’clock, all that remained in the office was the furniture that was not coming with us – the four heavy oak desks with their brass-handled drawers, the ancient wooden swivel chairs, and the now-empty grey metal filing cabinets and dark heavy bookcases.

David, Julie and I surveyed the room, hot, tired and ready for home.

‘Well, that’s a job well done,’ I said.

‘I shall miss this room, you know,’ said David. ‘Even though we complained over the years about the lack of space, the icy draughts in winter and the unbearable heat in summer –’

‘The creaking floor and threadbare bit of carpet,’ added Julie.

‘And the uncomfortable chairs and the fact that we couldn’t find anything amidst the clutter, but it did have character,’ said David. He ran his hand across a desktop. ‘I shall miss my old desk.’

‘Although I, too, feel rather sorry having to leave the place,’ I said, ‘we shall be able to spread out in the new office with its modern furniture, and we won’t have those stairs to climb every day.’

At that very moment we heard heavy footsteps on the selfsame stairs, accompanied by a loud and discordant voice giving a rendering of ‘Come Back to Sorrento’.

‘Tell me I am imagining things,’ whispered David.

‘No,’ said Julie, ‘it’s Mr Clamp all right.’

The great bearded figure with the deep-set, earnest eyes appeared at the door like a pantomime villain. Sidney stopped singing, removed a large fedora hat in a flourish and beamed at us. Then he stared beyond us and around the empty office.

‘Sweet angels of mercy!’ he cried. ‘Where is everything? The place is as bare as Old Mother Hubbard’s cupboard.’ We stood looking at him, stony-faced and silent. ‘Whatever is the matter with you three?’ he asked. ‘You look like some strange Eastern statues. From the look on your faces, it appears that I am intruding on some private grief.’

David breathed in noisily, raised his eyes heavenwards but said nothing.

‘Hello, Sidney,’ I said.

‘Did you forget, Mr Clamp,’ asked Julie, ‘that we were moving into the new office this week and that we had to clear everything out from here to there?’

‘Aaaaah,’ groaned Sidney smacking his forehead dramatically with the flat of his hand. ‘The move, the move! Of course, we’re relocating to the new office this term, aren’t we?’

‘We are,’ I said.

‘I only popped in to collect my mail,’ he said. He tapped his chin thoughtfully. ‘Was it this week we were supposed to be moving?’

‘It was,’ I said.

‘We have to be out of here by the end of the day so Social Services can come in on Monday,’ added Julie. ‘The three of us have had to take all your stuff downstairs to the new office for you.’

‘We assumed you weren’t coming in today,’ I told him.

‘How awfully decent of you to move my bits and bobs,’ said Sidney. Then his face clouded over. ‘I say, I do hope that you have taken great care with my things. There were a lot of valuable artefacts amongst my possessions. Dear God,’ he said, his eyes roving round the almost empty room, ‘what have you done with Aphrodite?’

Sidney had a fairly ghastly white plaster model of the Goddess of Love, which he used in his drawing classes.

‘Aphrodite is safe and well in the new office,’ replied David who, amidst loud complaining, had carried the scantily clad female downstairs.

‘I trust you haven’t been heavy handed with the portfolios and not damaged any of the artwork,’ Sidney continued. ‘I know how maladroit you can sometimes be, David.’ He strode across to what had been his desk, and wrenched open the top drawer. ‘Oh heavens, there were some most important documents in this drawer. What’s happened to them?’

‘Don’t panic,’ I said, ‘I’ve locked them away in your new desk downstairs.’

The telephone sitting on Sidney’s desk suddenly rang, echoing round the almost empty room. Julie, standing nearest it, picked it up.

‘Inspectors’ office,’ she said. She listened for a moment, nodded her blonde head, and then replaced the receiver. ‘That was Mr Reid of Social Services. He said that we shouldn’t rush as they are somewhat behind schedule and won’t be ready to move up here until Tuesday at the earliest.’

‘Open the window, Gervase,’ said David, slowly and quietly, ‘I am about to jump out.’
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Thursday morning of the first week of the new autumn term found me at Ugglemattersby County Junior School to undertake what I imagined to be a morning’s routine follow-up inspection. The building, unlike many of the Dales village schools in Yorkshire, was entirely without character: a featureless, squat, grey stone structure with long, metal-framed windows, blue slate roof and a heavy black door. It was dwarfed by the neighbouring boarded-up, red-brick Masonic Hall on one side and a down-at-the-mouth public house on the other.

I had visited the school some two years earlier on a bleak and blustery morning in late April. Setting off from the Inspectors’ Division of the Education Department in the bustling market town of Fettlesham, I had driven through a desolate, rain-soaked landscape of rolling grey moors to reach the school in the large sprawling village of Ugglemattersby.

On that occasion, I had not been impressed with the standard of education provided and my largely critical report had led to the enforced early retirement of the headteacher. Mr Sharples, a dour man, with the smile of a martyr about to be burnt at the stake, had rattled on in wearisome detail about the stresses and strains, pressures and problems, difficulties and disappointments he had to face day after day. He had bemoaned the awkward parents, interfering governors, disillusioned teachers, lazy cleaners and wilful children, and now critical school inspectors had appeared on the scene to depress him even more.

‘I feel like jumping off Hopton Crags,’ he had told me disconsolately, ‘or down a pothole at Grimstone Gill, I really do.’

In actual fact, he had jumped – jumped at the chance, when offered a generous package, to retire early and the last I had heard of him he was running a health-food shop in Whitby, happily selling dried fruit, cashew nuts and wholemeal flour.

A new headteacher, Mr Harrison, was appointed. I had sat on the interview panel and had been impressed with this youthful, bright-eyed deputy headteacher from a large multiracial school in inner-city London, who had performed extremely well, impressing the panel with his enthusiasm, good humour and by the vivid description of how he would set about changing things for the better were he to be appointed.

Sadly on this September morning, if the initial impressions I had were anything to go by, the new headteacher had not come up to expectations, for little appeared to have altered since my last visit. What I thought would be a meeting of ten or fifteen minutes before classes started, turned out to be quite different.

‘It’s been difficult, Mr Phinn,’ Mr Harrison told me sadly, tugging nervously at his small moustache. ‘I rather imagined that moving north to such a lovely part of the country, to become the headteacher of a village school in rural Yorkshire, would be idyllic and certainly less challenging and stressful than at my last school in the inner city. I little imagined the problems I would have to face.’ He sounded unnervingly like his predecessor and, indeed, was beginning to take on Mr Sharples’ appearance, too.

The headteacher seemed to have aged considerably since our last meeting at his interview. As I sat in his cramped office that morning, I was concerned at the change I saw in him after so short a time. Gone were the broad and winning smile, the bright eyes, the bubbly enthusiasm and the confident manner. He looked ashen and deeply uncomfortable and stared at me with the doleful eyes of a sick spaniel.

‘Perhaps you would like to tell me about it,’ I said, realising that what I imagined would be a pleasant, uneventful routine visit was turning into something likely to be far more problematic.

‘Well, this is a very different world from the one I knew in London,’ Mr Harrison continued. He interlaced his fingers slowly and rested them beneath his chin in the attitude of a child at prayer, and then took a deep audible breath. ‘I came from a large multi-cultural and very vibrant inner-city school where the staff worked hard and pulled together. The children were challenging and, yes, perhaps a little too lively at times. We had our fair share of problems, but it was a very positive and productive environment. Ugglemattersby is completely different. In terms of discipline, the children are biddable enough, though rather blunt, but everything is so – how can I put it – laid back. Your report on Mr Sharples’ regime quite rightly mentioned the lack of rigour and creativity in the curriculum and, since starting, I have attempted to change things but, sadly, with little apparent success. People in this part of the world seem very resistant to change. The parents on the surface are friendly – well, most of them – and, like their children, they too certainly speak their minds, but I can’t say I’ve been accepted. I think you have to live in the area for upwards of three centuries to lose the tag of “off-comed-un”.’

‘I know what you mean,’ I replied. ‘I’ve only been in this part of the county for four years myself and, despite being Yorkshire born and bred, I am definitely still in the category of the alien foreigner.’

‘If I may say so, Mr Phinn, it’s hardly the same for you.’ The headteacher rose from his chair and stood looking pensively out of the small window, his hands clasped behind him. ‘School inspectors travel around and are not confined to live and work every day in the heart of a closed, parochial community where everyone knows everybody else’s business. My wife and I bought our dream house in the centre of the village, a little stone cottage with beams and a flagstone floor and a stream at the bottom of the garden, which, with hindsight, was a mistake. My wife can’t walk down the street in Ugglemattersby without a curtain moving, she can’t say anything in the post office without it being broadcast around the whole neighbourhood and she can’t purchase an item from the village shop without all and sundry knowing what we are having for tea. I get stopped by parents all the time, wishing to discuss their children’s education.’ He turned away from the window, bit his lip momentarily and began tugging nervously at his moustache once again. ‘It’s so very claustrophobic!’

‘I see.’ He should have considered all this, I thought to myself, before he had accepted the position, but I kept this observation to myself and changed the subject. ‘Does Mrs Braddock-Smith at the Infant School have this problem?’ I asked.

‘Ugglemattersby Infant School,’ Mr Harrison told me, sitting down again at his desk, ‘is in a much better position than mine. For a start, Mrs Braddock-Smith’s school is not in the centre of the village, sandwiched between the noisy pub and a derelict building, like we are. The people who live on the new estate of executive houses send their children to the Infant School. From what I have heard, they are very supportive and have great expectations for their children. Staff at the Infant School are keen, hard-working and ambitious, and the headteacher very sensibly lives outside the catchment area.’

I had visited Ugglemattersby Infant School just after I had started as a school inspector and remembered it as a modern, spacious building with endless views across the ever-changing moors. When, a number of years earlier, the village had begun to increase and the pupil population accordingly, it had been decided to split the Juniors from the Infants, then currently in the one school, and the new school had been built on a large open site just outside the village. I also recalled the extremely confident and effusive headteacher who spent most of our meeting singing the praises of her wonderful school.

‘Well,’ I said to the obviously unhappy headteacher, ‘perhaps you ought to consider moving.’

‘To be honest, I have been looking for other jobs.’

‘I meant moving house,’ I said quickly.

‘Oh, I see. To be frank, it’s not the fact that I live in the village that’s the real problem,’ Mr Harrison continued disconsolately, resting his hands on his desk. ‘I can just about cope with the twitching curtains and the lack of any privacy. It’s the people I work with.’ He shook his head again, took a deep breath and lowered his voice. His gullet rose and fell like a frog’s. ‘The two teachers I inherited are not exactly incompetent but, my goodness, they can be difficult. They do the very minimum, and are not the most enthusiastic or accommodating of colleagues, either. In fact, they spend most of the day complaining, as you will no doubt discover. Mrs Battersby, who teaches the top Juniors, has been here all her teaching career. Not only that, she attended the school herself as a child, went to school with most of the grandparents and taught most of the children’s mothers and fathers. She’s part of the furniture. In fact, the wing-backed armchair she sits in in the staff room, she brought from home. Her husband, another former pupil, owns an antique shop in the village. He’s a parish councillor, churchwarden, treasurer of the Pigeon Fanciers Society, a stalwart of the community. He knows everything and everybody. Mrs Battersby leaves school two seconds after the bell to help her husband in the shop. You would think from her reaction when I suggested that she might like to produce the school play or attend an additional parents’ meeting that I was making some grossly improper advance.

‘The other teacher, Mrs Sidebottom – which she prefers to be pronounced Siddybothome – well, I don’t know where to start with her. She, too, has been here many years and is far far pricklier. It’s like dancing through a minefield every time I speak to her. We never hit it off from the start after I mentioned that I felt her manner with the children was rather sharp. Of course, as soon as I took over as the headteacher, I followed your recommendations to send them both on courses but it was wishful thinking to imagine that a couple of days of in-service training at the Staff Development Centre was going to change the habits of a lifetime. They came back saying what a complete waste of time it had been and I later discovered the science guidelines, recommendations and notes given by Dr Mullarkey, the tutor, had been deposited in a wastepaper basket. Again, as you suggested in the report, I did insist that they planned their lessons more carefully, which they now do – more or less, anyway – and to mark the children’s work more thoroughly, which they have done with something of a vengeance, but I have got nowhere with my requests that they should contribute rather more to the life and workof the school. Mention out-of-school activities and they look fit to faint. They are forever reminding me that it is not in their contract. I am sorry to say that many of my efforts have fallen on stony ground.’

‘Perhaps you should have contacted the Education Office before this,’ I said. ‘The situation sounds serious.’

‘I did think of doing just that, but a newly-appointed head-teacher running to the Education Office before he’s got his legs under the table, complaining and saying he was having problems, would not have gone down very well, now, would it?’ He paused, tugged nervously at his moustache again, then looked straight at me. ‘Actually, Mr Phinn,’ he continued, ‘I had rather thought that you would have called in to see how I was getting on. In your report, you did say that you would be making a visit to check on how things were progressing. I rather expected that you would have got in touch before now. At my last school in London, the school inspectors were regular visitors and I always welcomed their support and advice.’

He had been right, of course. I had promised to return to the school and monitor progress but I had failed to do so. ‘Yes,’ I replied now, rather sheepishly, ‘I did. I’m afraid I’ve been so very busy and I assumed, quite wrongly as it turns out, that things were improving. It was remiss of me.’ Then I added defensively, ‘Of course, Yorkshire is the biggest county in the country – the size of Israel, I’ve been told – and there are so many schools to visit by a relatively small team of inspectors.’

‘I’m not blaming you, Mr Phinn,’ the headteacher told me. ‘I am responsible for the effective running of the school and it is down to me to implement your recommendations and make the necessary changes.’

Nevertheless, I thought to myself, I should have followed things up.

‘I assumed,’ Mr Harrison continued, ‘that once I had settled in and gained the confidence of the governors, parents and, hopefully, my teaching colleagues, I could develop so many new and interesting initiatives and move the school forward. Sadly, I have not been very successful. Many parents of the children at the Infant School don’t want their children educated at Ugglemattersby Juniors and opt for other schools when their offspring reach seven, rather than sending them here. Over the last few years, there’s been a steady haemorrhaging of children from this school and I’ve not been able to stem the flow. Ugglemattersby used to have four classes ten years ago but now we’re down to three and we lost our brightest pupil in the top class last week. She’s gone on to a preparatory school in Ribsdyke. It’s all very depressing.’

‘Well, I think we may have to consider competency here, Mr Harrison,’ I said.

‘Mr Phinn!’ Mr Harrison burst out. ‘I have tried, I really have and –’

‘No, no, not your competency but that of your teaching staff,’ I hastily assured him. ‘I assume the governors are aware of your concerns?’

‘In some part, yes, but there lies another difficulty. I get little support from the present governing body. The governors who appointed me and were keen on the changes I suggested at my interview, unfortunately resigned – albeit for perfectly valid reasons – before I took up my position. They were replaced by Councillor Sidebottom, who is now the chairman of the board, assisted by the parish council nominee and that’s Mr Battersby. The clerk to the governing body is the school secretary and she’s Mrs Battersby’s sister-in-law. Even the caretaker is a relative. They are all as thick as thieves. It’s all terribly incestuous.’

‘Then the Education Office must assist you to grasp this particular nettle,’ I told him. Whilst I felt sorry for the man, I did not relish such an unpleasant business, particularly at the beginning of the new term, but I knew it was likely to be the only course of action. ‘I’ve not seen the two teachers since my last visit when, as you are aware, I was not impressed. But if, as you describe, things have not improved, then we have to go down the road of competency proceedings, which may lead to their dismissal. I will put the wheels in motion.’

‘You imagine that it might come to that?’ Mr Harrison asked, clasping his hands tightly in front of him and resting them on the desk.

‘Children only have the one chance at education,’ I told him. ‘They deserve enthusiastic, optimistic, committed teachers who have high expectations of the pupils in their care. From what you have told me, the children in this school are getting a poor deal.’ I stopped for a moment. I seemed to be repeating the selfsame words as I had done when I had visited the school just over two years before and had delivered my report. Clearly my own efforts had produced little effect either.

‘It’s not going to be easy,’ the headteacher told me sadly, tugging at his long-suffering moustache once more. ‘No, it’s not going to be easy.’ He looked completely defeated and weary.

‘On the positive side,’ I told him, attempting to sound cheerful, ‘the state of the buildings has certainly improved since I was last here, on the inside at any rate. It looks a whole lot brighter and more welcoming and it’s good to see the children’s efforts displayed to such good effect on the walls. I noticed coming in that you now have a small library and it seems well stocked with some appropriate books. This is certainly an improvement.’

‘I do try,’ he said unhappily, ‘but I sometimes wish I had never left London. Being a big fish in a little pool does not have as many merits as I hoped for.’

Following the depressing conversation with the headteacher, I spent the next part of the morning observing the lower Juniors, a class of seven-to nine-year-olds and their prickly teacher.

Mrs Sidebottom, tall and thin with a pale, melancholy, beaked face, was like a heron in her prim white blouse buttoned up to the neck and tight grey skirt from which protruded skeletal legs. Her thick white hair was twisted up untidily on her head and speared with what looked like wooden meat skewers. When I entered her classroom, she fingered the cameo brooch at her throat, drew her lips together into a tight little and stared at me with Gorgon ferocity.

‘Good morning,’ I said heartily.

‘Good morning,’ Mrs Sidebottom replied, with cool immutable gravity in her voice.

‘Good morning, children,’ I said, turning to the class that sat in serried rows behind old-fashioned wooden desks.

‘Good mo-or-ning, Hinspector Phinn,’ they chorused.

‘We were expecting you, Mr Phinn,’ the teacher said in a coldly formal and superior voice. Her eyes refused to meet mine. ‘I rather assumed that you would be here at the very start of the lesson.’ She glanced theatrically at her wristwatch. ‘I suppose the roads from Fettlesham were busy at this time in the morning.’ There was a quiet sarcasm in the tone of her reply.

‘I was with the headteacher,’ I explained, ‘and have been since I arrived at the school at eight thirty.’ I was minded to add, ‘before you arrived’ but I resisted the temptation.

‘I see.’ She gave me a little smile – but still wouldn’t look directly at me; it was not a very pleasant smile. ‘Well, now you are here, I’ll explain a little of what we are about.’

‘Perhaps one of the children could tell me.’

‘Very well,’ the teacher said, bristling a little. ‘Simone, could you explain to Mr Phinn what we do on Thursday mornings?’

‘We’re learn in’ ’ow to speyk proper,’ a large healthy-looking girl with cheeks as round and as red as a polished apple informed me in her strong Yorkshire accent. ‘All on us in t’class ’ave to –’

‘I am endeavouring, Mr Phinn,’ the teacher cut in sharply, ‘to encourage the children to speak clearly, expressively and accurately with distinct articulation so that they can be understood by those with whom they converse. Most of the children come from the immediate locality and it is so difficult sometimes to understand what they are saying.’ She gave the unpleasant little smile again. ‘Mr Harrison, being a southerner, has experienced quite a deal of trouble deciphering the children’s speech. Their accents do tend to be –’

‘An’ on Thursday mornin’, all of us in t’class, we’ave to –’ Simone started to say.

‘One moment, Simone,’ the teacher intervened, quickly and irritably, ‘it’s rude to interrupt when someone else is speaking.’ It had been, of course, exactly what she herself had done. ‘Put down your hand and sit up properly.’ She turned in my direction again and this time our eyes met and I discerned in hers a flash of defiance. ‘I don’t suppose in this politically-correct world of ours it is the “done thing” to improve children’s speech and teach them correct pronunciation but I consider it to be of the utmost importance. One hears such slovenly use of the English language these days, doesn’t one, the dreadful jargon, colloquial vulgarisms, sloppy expressions and awful slang, much of it gleaned from the television, I should add. So, once a week, we do a little work on our spoken English.’

‘I see,’ I said, my heart beginning to plummet.

‘So, if you would like to take a chair,’ Mrs Sidebottom instructed, ‘we shall continue.’ She gestured at a wooden straight-backed chair in the corner of the room. ‘You might care to see my lesson plan a little later,’ she added pointedly. ‘Now,’ the teacher said, turning to face the class, ‘when everyone is looking this way – and that does include you, David Scrimshaw – we can resume. Where were we?’

‘Page forty-seven, miss,’ the class chorused.

‘Ah yes,’ the teacher said. ‘Exercise one on page forty-seven. Off you go.’

The children then proceeded to chant half-heartedly various elocutionary exercises.

‘Gertie Gordon from Glasgow grew a gross of gaudy gay gladioli.’

‘Good!’ the teacher snapped out. ‘And the next.’

‘Careful Katy from Colchester cut and cooked a crisp and crunchy cabbage.’

‘Good! Next.’

‘They thought they had fought to defeat the fort but they found they had fought for naught.’

‘Good! Next.’

‘Wendy and William walked wearily down the wet and winding way to the water-swelled weir.’

‘Miss, what’s that word?’ a small pixie-faced girl sitting at the front enquired.

‘What word?’ the teacher asked.

‘T’last un, miss.’

Mrs Sidebottom scrutinised the page before informing her, ‘Weir.’

‘Theer,’ the child replied, stabbing the book with a small finger.

The teacher sighed. ‘A weir is a low dam built across a river to raise the level of the water.’

‘Tha can trap fish in a weir, miss,’ a child at the back of the classroom volunteered.

‘I’m sure you can,’ the teacher replied. ‘Let’s continue.’

Exercise four caused some problems for the children who, I guessed, had all been raised in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales.

’Enery ’All ’ops on ’is ’eels.

What an odd ’abit.

’Ow ’orrid hit feels.

’Oppin’ on ’is ’eels

Hisn’t ’oppin’ at all.

So why not ’op properly, ’Enery ’All?

There was a long deep audible exhalation from Mrs Side-bottom. ‘No, no, no!’ she cried, shaking her head so vigorously that a strand of white hair escaped and fell over her forehead. ‘How many more times do I have to tell you not to drop your aitches?’ She then demonstrated how the poem should be recited, over-enunciating every syllable. ‘Henry Hall hops on his heels…’.

When she had finished huffing, the teacher looked up from the textbook. ‘Now, children, let us try again.’

Despite several more attempts the children continued to drop every aitch possible and add the letter where none was required.

‘Let’s try exercise number five,’ Mrs Sidebottom said, sighing again and colouring slightly. ‘First, listen carefully to how it should be said.’ She declaimed another piece of doggerel.

Down the paaath and across the graaas,

The little children run,

To see the bird baaath by the bower

And the tall trees in the sun.

And so the lesson dragged on for a further wearisome and pleasure-destroying quarter of an hour until the teacher told the children to write out the exercises neatly and carefully in their books and to learn them at home for another practice the following Thursday morning. This gave me a chance to look at the dull and hurriedly displayed work on the walls and to examine the children’s books as, heads down, the class applied itself quietly to copy out the silly exercises.

The door suddenly flew open and a boy with long black hair tied back in a pony tail and prominent, very white front teeth, burst in. ‘Sorry I’m late, missis,’ he said breathlessly in a pronounced Irish brogue, ‘but the ’osses got out again and I ’ad to ’elp mi da get ’em back. It was the divvil’s own job rounding ’em up.’

‘Come in, Niall,’ the teacher said. She stared at the boy as a rattlesnake might stare at a rat. ‘Now you’ve arrived, sit down quickly and get on with your work.’

‘Yes, missis,’ he said, heading for a desk at the back near to where I was sitting. He gave me a crooked smile when he caught sight of me.

‘We are copying out the exercises on page forty-seven in your textbook, The Road to Effective Speaking,’ she told him and then adding, ‘To be practised at home.’

Mrs Sidebottom sidled over to me at this point and informed me sotto voce that the boy was from a travellers’ family, ‘tinkers to be more precise’, and that he missed more time at school than he attended, but that fortunately he wouldn’t be with her for much longer. She went on to tell me that he could just about read and write and that his number work was extremely poor.

‘In my day, they were called gypsies,’ she told me quietly, ‘but now, of course, we have to refer to them as travellers, tinkers, Romanies, whatever the “in” word happens to be. To my mind, this is another silly example of political correctness. After the Appleby Horse Fair in June, a gaggle of them always sets up camp near here for the summer, parking on the soft verges, disrupting the whole community, dropping litter, and making a general nuisance of themselves until they leave about now to travel south to some other horse fair. My husband, County Councillor Sidebottom, is trying to stop them coming here but to date, unfortunately, it has been to no avail. Have you met my husband, by the way?’ she asked.

‘No, I haven’t,’ I replied.

‘He’s recently been elected to the County Council,’ Mrs Sidebottom informed me, ‘and is a colleague of Councillor Peterson, who, as you are no doubt aware, is very influential on the Education Committee. My husband has a particular interest in schools and teaching and hopes to be elected to the Education Committee in due course.’

I detected a veiled threat in her voice. ‘Well, I haven’t met him,’ I said, somewhat dismissively.

‘I’m sure you will,’ she told me. I had an uneasy feeling that the meeting with County Councillor Sidebottom would be sooner rather than later.

‘You were telling me about the traveller children,’ I said.

She shook her head and another strand of hair escaped. ‘It really is very inconvenient. The children arrive one minute and leave the next so I hope you are not expecting to see a great deal in Niall’s book.’ Before I had a chance to reply, she continued. ‘I would be very interested to hear what suggestions you have in helping me to teach the child.’

Her voice was persistently filled with quiet sarcasm. I was certain that any suggestions I might proffer to this teacher would fall on stony ground and any guidelines I gave her would be consigned to the bin.

‘I think we are running a course on that very subject next term,’ I told her gleefully. ‘I’ll send you all the information and reserve you a place, if you wish.’

When Mrs Sidebottom returned to her desk at the front of the classroom, I approached the boy who had been the topic of the conversation.

‘Hello,’ I said, pulling up the hard wooden chair to sit beside him.

‘How are ya?’ he asked, with nonchalant confidence. He was a handsome lad with a tanned skin and a ready smile.

‘I’m fine.’

‘So am I, but I’m a bit knackered, so I am, after chasing the bloody ’osses. By Jaysus, they gave us a run for us money. Still, we got ’em all back.’

‘May I look at your book?’ I asked.

‘Now, who would ya be?’

‘An inspector,’ I replied.

‘Ah, ya do have a look of the polis about ya,’ he remarked, screwing round to peer up at me closely.

‘A school inspector.’

‘So what do ya do?’

‘I visit schools to hear children read and look at their work,’ I told him.

‘Well now, that sounds like a great number to be on, spending your days listening to kids read. Now, how would ya be getting a job like that?’

‘By working hard at school,’ I told him, reaching for his exercise book.

He placed his hand on mine. ‘Now, don’t yous be expecting much in there,’ he said. ‘I’m not one for the reading and the writing and the mental arithmetics. I just can’t get my head around this fraction and percentages business.’

‘You need to know about fractions and percentages, Niall,’ I told him.

‘And why is that now?’

‘Because if you don’t know about fractions and percentages, people might cheat you.’

‘They won’t be cheating me,’ he said vehemently, banging his fist on the deskas he reached the word ‘me’. ‘Just let ’em try!’

‘What do you want to do when you leave school?’ I asked the boy.

‘I want to do what my da does.’

‘And what does he do?’

‘He collects scrap metal and sells it.’

‘And what’s the sort of scrap that is best to collect and resell, that gives you the greatest profit?’

‘Oil drums,’ he answered after a moment’s thought. ‘There’s a good market for used oil drums.’

‘Now suppose someone told you he’d got a hundred oil drums and he said that he would sell you a quarter of them – that’s twenty-five per cent of them. Because you don’t know about fractions and percentages, you wouldn’t know, would you, if he sold you the right amount? He could be cheating you. He could sell you ten or fifteen rather than the twenty-five because you wouldn’t know what a quarter of a hundred is. So you see, you need to understand about fractions and percentages.’

‘No one would dare cheat me,’ the boy insisted, in a hard determined voice.

‘But you wouldn’t know whether he was or not,’ I persisted.

Niall considered what I had said for a moment, rubbed his chin and then nodded. ‘He wouldn’t cheat me because if he said you can have a quarter of them there oil drums, I’d say to him, “I’ll have the lot or none at all.”’

There was little chance, I thought, of anyone cheating one so canny.

As I looked through the boy’s book, red-cheeked Simone piped up, ‘Miss, I can’t find mi readin’ book. I don’t know weer I’ve gone an’ putten it.’

‘I cannot find my reading book,’ the teacher repeated slowly and precisely, ‘because I do not know where I have put it.’

‘That’s wor I just said, miss. I’ve gorran putten it down someweer an’ I don’t know weer I’ve putten it.’

‘I have put it down somewhere, Simone,’ corrected Mrs Sidebottom, ‘but I do not know where I have put it.’

‘Have ya, miss?’ the child asked innocently. ‘Did you ’ave mi book, then?’

‘No, you have put it down,’ the teacher said, drawing a deep exasperated breath.

‘I know, miss, that’s wor I just said,’ the girl answered, screwing up her nose.

‘There is no such word, Simone, as “putten”,’ the teacher explained. ‘The word is “put”. “I have put down my book” and not “I have putten down my book.”’

‘Miss!’ another child piped up. ‘She’s gone an’ putten it on my desk. It’s ’ere.’

‘Put, William, put,’ the teacher corrected sharply. Mrs Side-bottom sighed dramatically. ‘You know, Mr Phinn,’ she said, ‘sometimes I really ask myself why I bother.’ I asked myself the selfsame question. ‘I think I am fighting a losing battle,’ she continued, ‘trying to get the children to speak properly.’ I was certain she was right in that as well.

Just before morning break, the teacher wrote a sentence in large white letters on the blackboard: ‘I have putten my book on the teacher’s desk.’

‘Now, children,’ she said, facing the class. ‘Look this way, please. On the blackboard I have written a sentence. Who can tell me what is wrong with it?’

Young William waved his hand backwards and forwards in the air like a lupin in a strong wind. ‘I know, miss!’ he shouted out.

‘Come along then, William, what is wrong with the sentence, “I have putten my book on the teacher’s desk’?”

‘Miss,’ the boy replied, ‘tha’s gone and putten “putten” when tha should ’ave putten “put”.’
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