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            Prologue

         
 
         
            Oh how the ghost of you clings
            
 
            These foolish things
            
 
            Remind me of you. 
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            How awfully nice to see you.
            
 
             

         
 
         On one more drab and damp autumn morning back in 1983, countless British people, browsing through their newspapers over breakfast, came across the following announcement tucked away in the classified pages of The Times:
         
 
         
            John Le Mesurier Wishes it to be known that he conked out on November 15th. He sadly misses family and friends.1
            

         
 
         From such a self-effacing celebrity, the farewell, though unconventional, could hardly have seemed more apt.
         
 
         The actor known affectionately as ‘Le Mez’ had never been guilty of taking himself too seriously. From the early days of his career as a seemingly ever-present, uncomfortable-looking authority figure in the British movies of the fifties and early sixties, to his prime time on television as the dreamy and sweetly teasing Sergeant Arthur Wilson in the hugely popular sitcom Dad’s Army, John Le Mesurier had never been anything other, in his own eyes, than an ordinary ‘jobbing actor’ – moving from one role to another as he simply tried to ply an honest sort of trade. ‘I couldn’t care less,’ he always said, ‘if my name is billed above or below the title.’2 Even when, in 1971, he won great critical acclaim in the form of a Best Actor BAFTA for his portrayal of a disgraced double agent in Dennis Potter’s BBC1 play Traitor, he merely thanked everyone politely, strolled back home and started using the award as a humble door stop.
         
 
         It came as no great surprise, therefore, that he ended up even making light of his own death, eschewing all thoughts of dimmed theatrical lights, solemn eulogies and fragrant floral displays in favour of a comically low-key and prosaic-sounding little message about having ‘conked out’. That, however, was one of the reasons why John Le Mesurier was destined to be so keenly and sincerely missed. He would have been horrified by the kind of crass accoutrements that come with today’s brand of exaggerated fame: the tittle-tattle tabloid tales, the over-exposed chat show expatiations, the ill-informed political disquisitions and the private lives made all too shamelessly public. All he used to say, even at the height of his own success, was that he felt very lucky to be paid for doing what he loved to do, and that he was flattered by any applause that his efforts elicited.
         
 
         He might not have realised how good he really was – but his audience certainly did, and they admired him even more for his old-fashioned but deeply appealing sense of modesty. He stood for something rather special. He still does.
         
 
         What words best sum up the public’s perception of a man like John Le Mesurier? ‘Charming’, yes, undeniably so; ‘urbane’ and ‘gentlemanly’, again, undoubtedly; ‘shy’, ‘diffident’ and ‘dry’, almost certainly; and, following on from all of that (and in spite of the foreign-sounding surname), ‘English’, profoundly and indubitably. John Le Mesurier seemed, indeed, like the most admirable type of Englishman around: kind and polite; rooted yet worldly; well brought up but most definitely not snobbish; interesting yet self-deprecating; and, lurking discreetly beneath the sang-froid surface, a thoroughly and endearingly playful sort of presence.
         
 
         He was, on the stage and the screen, a strange hybrid of star and supporting player, in the sense that, more often than not, whatever character he portrayed seemed very much like his own increasingly familiar public persona. His grudgingly dutiful judges, barristers and clerks of the court always looked as though they would much rather be back at their club nursing another large glass of cognac by the fire; his twitchy bureaucrats appeared to be waiting anxiously for someone or something to turn up and free them from the terrible tedium of their long-term jobs; and his absent-minded aristocrats seemed a little envious of any less class-bound, but still subtly sybaritic, kind of modern democratic lifestyle. Few actors, in short, were better at embodying that peculiarly English brand of wistful hedonism that opened the eyes while pursing the lips.
         
 
         He was a rather different person behind the scenes, in private, where his best friends cherished the chance to share some of his hard-earned leisure hours. He would call them up early on in the spare evenings and, in that wonderfully soft, snug and languorous tone of his, enquire conspiratorially, ‘Play time …?’ before tempting them with ‘the pleasurable anticipation of late night adventures’.3 He loved to unwind at jazz clubs, race meetings and cocktail bars. He relished fine wine, good food and great company. He adored having harmless, but worthwhile, fun. He never hid from the fact that he worked in order to live rather than lived in order to work.
         
 
         As a professional performer, however, he was far more artful and effective than he ever cared to suggest. ‘You should always try to play the same character and, when possible, wear the same suit,’4 he used to say, and ‘never turn anything down’,5 but, in practice, he was a quiet master of his own particular aspect of the acting craft. True, he did not really ‘do’ action or accents, nor did he do much emoting or camera-catching animation, but, then again, such qualities were seldom required for the kind of characterisations that he was asked to convey. What John Le Mesurier did do so well, in his own subtle way, was to appear so unobtrusively ‘normal’ and casually, but memorably, authentic.
         
 
         People knew in real life of grudgingly dutiful judges, barristers and clerks of the court, and twitchy bureaucrats and absent-minded aristocrats (and dreamy, sweetly teasing, Arthur Wilsons), just like the ones that he portrayed. People understood what he seemed to be thinking and feeling without having to strain to make sense of his presence. Every good British screen comedy, for that reason, needed someone as good, sensitive, intelligent and unselfish as John Le Mesurier in its cast. He supplied the reassuring watermark of realism on every crisp new comic print.
         
 
         By the time, however, that Dad’s Army had established itself in the seventies as the nation’s favourite current sitcom, he had come to mean something even more remarkable still: he now seemed like a close personal friend of the family – everyone’s family. As Sergeant Wilson, he struck a sure chord with the broad British public: with each furtive chuckle, each reluctant but dutiful nod, each embarrassed glance up at the heavens, each anxiously polite ‘Would you mind terribly …?’ and ‘Thank you so much …’ he summed up slightly more sharply than before what it so often felt like to be someone like one of us. Long after the actor conked out, therefore, the vivid kindred spirit that he created continues to connect with new generations of amused and appreciative viewers.
         
 
         What, though, do his admirers really know of the real person they lost? The answer, so far, is: precious little. There were very few interviews or public appearances, and he always made it clear that he had no wish to be the recipient of a televised This Is Your Life tribute. He did, in addition to his playful little message in absentia, bequeath us a short and posthumously published volume of memoirs, but, true to form, this failed to reveal much more than the extent of his own humility. He ridiculed his own looks: ‘I felt as if I possessed every physical defect known to humanity’;6 he described the attraction of acting in the theatre as hinging on the fact that ‘you don’t have to get up early in the morning’;7 he dismissed much of his work on film as a bit of a bore: ‘I used sometimes to hope while driving to the studios that they might burn down … in order that I should not have to perform’;8 he belittled any reputation he had as a box-office draw when it came to being placed in any new project: ‘I am inclined to say to myself, “Why couldn’t they have got So-and-So?’;9 and he seemed to delight in casting doubt on the extent of his own achievements: ‘Did I really deserve it, I kept asking myself.’10 Even his sometimes painfully complicated and emotionally draining love life was reduced to a few tactful passages that were very kind to his partners while more than a little cruel to himself.
         
 
         The real man known as ‘Le Mez’, therefore, has remained a benign but intriguingly distant figure, still in need of a proper, thorough biographical tribute – which is why this book now exists. In what follows, while respecting the many echoes of his famous question – ‘Do you think that’s wise?’ – we will endeavour to learn rather more about the man behind the shy smile.
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            CHAPTER I
            
 
            Master John

         
 
         
            Don’t fuss, please!
            

         
 
         Life began for John Le Mesurier – or rather, to give him his full and proper name, John Elton Le Mesurier Halliley – in the early hours of a fine but breezy Friday on 5 April 1912 in the clean, compact and quiet East Anglian market town of Bedford. Apart from the fact that his head was judged to be ‘a trifle oversized’,1 he looked more or less like any other healthy newborn baby boy of the time.
         
 
         This child, however, had arrived into a family that possessed an unusually colourful and impressive-sounding pedigree. Although both parents were also Bedford-born (his father in 1881, his mother in 1878), each of them had a distinguished line of descent that stretched out far and wide within and beyond the British Empire.
         
 
         John’s father, Charles Elton Halliley (he preferred to be addressed by his middle name), came from an eminently comfortable upper-middle-class background long associated with the legal and public service professions. A well-regarded solicitor himself, Elton’s own father, Charles Bailey Halliley, had been born and raised under British colonial rule at Trincomalee in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) – where his own father, William, was stationed as the senior civil servant in charge of the Customs Department – before being taken back in 1858 to his family’s roots in Britain, marrying a young woman from Bristol in 1878 called Emma Mary Elton, and forging a successful career in Bedford as a solicitor as one half of the firm Halliley & Stimson at 26 Mill Street. Now in his sixties and semi-retired, he managed his various property investments in and around the town, including an ambitious but ill-advised attempt to revive the local Turkish Baths2, bought a second home at Burleigh in Somerset,3 and spent most of his spare time either gambling on horses at major race meetings or just relaxing at home regaling his family with long and rambling stories about his improbably eventful life. There were many other related Hallileys still in positions of power and influence in various locations around the world, including a number ranked high up in the armed forces, several more making key decisions in the colonies and one or two others whispering into the right ears in Whitehall, but the vast majority tended to favour the low-key style and demeanour of the éminence grise rather than stray too far into the spotlight.
         
 
         Baby John’s mother, Amy Michelle, whose maiden name, Le Mesurier (rhyming with ‘treasurer’), was an ancient Guernsey surname of Norman-French origin, hailed from an even grander family (much more centre stage than back stage), descended from the Hereditary Governors of Alderney.4 Among her many illustrious ancestors were great-grand-uncles Captain Frederick Le Mesurier, the very brave and adventurous but ‘most amiable’ and ‘modest’ commander of the East India Company ship the Ponsborne,5 the Right Honourable Paul Le Mesurier, who served as Tory MP for Southwark (1784–96) and both City Sheriff and Lord Mayor of London as well as helped to oversee the sailing of the first convict fleet to Australia,6 and the bright and ambitious Havilland Le Mesurier, who made a large sum through profiteering in the War of American Independence from 1774 to 1783 before distinguishing himself back in Britain as a strong and progressive Commissary-General of the Army.7 There were also first cousins twice-removed Thomas Le Mesurier, who was Archdeacon of Malta for thirty-four years during the mid-to late nineteenth century, and Edward Le Mesurier, a Lieutenant in the Royal Navy who settled eventually in Italy and became acquainted there with the likes of Lord Byron. More recently, there were her second cousins once removed, Edward Algernon Le Mesurier, a banker who served as the British Consul at Genoa in Italy, and Colonel Cecil Brooke Le Mesurier of the Royal Artillery, a much-decorated veteran of the Afghan War and other conflicts who came up with the concept of the ‘screw gun’,8 was made Companion of the Order of the Bath by the British Government, honoured abroad with the Gold Cross of the Order of the Saviour of Greece and married the Contessa Nicolina Zancarol of Corfu. Through her aunt Rachel, Amy was also a cousin of Sir Denys de Saumarez Bray KCSI, KCIE, CBE, sometime Foreign Secretary to the Government of India and Indian delegate to the League of Nations during the British colonial period. Her three older brothers, Arthur Swynfer, Cecil Andros and Paul Dobrée Le Mesurier, had emigrated together to Canada in the 1890s, where they joined several other self-styled English gentlemen homesteaders near the Moose Mountains of Saskatchewan at a place called Cannington Manor (a tiny self-contained utopian community built on strict Victorian upper-class social and cultural values, complete with thoroughbred horse racing, fox hunts, dramatic societies, poetry clubs, croquet, cricket, rugby and tennis, all supported – for a while at least – by an intensive agricultural economy).9
         
 
         Amy’s Alderney-born great-grandfather (himself the son of a Hereditary Governor), was a Winchester and Oxford-educated academic-turned-cleric named the Rev. Thomas Le Mesurier, who had not only been a Rector first of Newton Longville in Buckinghamshire and later of Haughton-le-Skerne in the diocese of County Durham, but also served as a somewhat Machiavellian private chaplain to the former Tory Prime Minister Lord Sidmouth. The Rev. Le Mesurier and his wife, Margaret (née Bandinel), had no fewer than fifteen children in rapid succession from 1801 onwards,10 and the increasing strain that this had on their finances soon ruined their health as well. Thomas died in 1822 and Margaret the following year, leaving their many orphaned offspring (fourteen had outlived their parents) to be divided up and placed in the care of a variety of relations, family friends and philanthropic strangers. One of the oldest of these unfortunate children was Amy’s grandfather, Henry Le Mesurier, who nonetheless overcame his early hardship to graduate from New College, Oxford, and find some much-needed stability and security in the dual role of clergyman and second master of a local public school in Bedford,11 where he settled in the mid-1830s with his Canadian-born wife, Eliza Margaret Andrews. Undaunted by his parents’ harrowing fate (and buoyed by an inheritance from one of his wealthy relations back in Alderney), Henry went on to have ten children: Una, John, Henry Jr, Mary, Anne, Canadian, Rachel, Mabel, Thomas Arthur and Paul.
         
 
         Immensely proud of his family’s heritage (concentrating on the great and the good while ignoring the naughty and bad), the very moral-minded Henry (the school song that he penned, ‘Domus Pater’, implored the good Lord to direct the pupils’ footsteps ‘day by day’ and ‘drive all evil things away’12) brought up all his children with a keen sense of what was expected of a Le Mesurier: one was to become a well-educated, upright, distinguished member of society, serving the public good in some pertinent capacity while advancing and expressing oneself as a distinctive individual. Some, as a consequence, carved out a career for themselves in one or another of the high status professions at home, while others, including John (Amy’s father) and Henry Jr, elected to serve their country abroad (the former in the Army, the latter in the Navy) by defending and extending the Empire. By the latter part of the Victorian era, therefore, there seemed to be a rather impressive number of people named Le Mesurier occupying positions of influence, authority and power.
         
 
         Both of Amy’s parents – her father, John, and Dessa-born mother, Georgina (née Moyle) – spent much of their early adult years in India as part of British Raj military communities based in or around Bombay, before meeting and marrying (in Karachi in 1868) and then moving to Britain (first, briefly, to Torquay before being reunited with their extended family back in John’s home town of Bedford). Georgina, who died, aged 49, in 1900, was a good-looking and very positive-natured woman who raised four children (three sons and a daughter) and maintained an orderly household during her husband’s many periods away pursuing various military matters. The strong, serious and ‘madly efficient’ John, a proud career soldier (as well as a keen swordsman, marksman and horseman) who had risen fairly rapidly to the lofty rank of Major-General in the Royal Engineers, remained an extremely intimidating figure far beyond his retirement (marked by the award of the honorary rank of Lieutenant-General) in 1887, blustering on about old battles and former foes inside a cluster of cosy Bedford clubs and pubs and commanding a degree of respect sometimes bordering on fear from most of those whom he met until his death, at the age of sixty-nine, in 1903. ‘I am quite glad never to have come across him,’ his grandson would later confess with a hint of a nervous twitch. ‘I don’t think I’d have survived the encounter.’13
         
 
         Such characters could certainly have seemed like a hard act to follow, but, by 1912, neither Amy nor Elton was feeling unduly burdened by the weight of so great a tradition. As a young married couple, they were now in a reassuringly secure material position themselves, with not only Elton’s relatively high income as a solicitor (at his own firm of Halliley & Morrison) on which to rely but also a pension and extra annuity Amy had inherited from her father. They had a daughter, Michelle (born in 1909), and their baby son, John, and were looking forward as a family to an encouragingly propitious future.
         
 
         The Halliley family’s home, at the time of John’s birth, was a rather cold but commodious red and beige-bricked Victorian property called ‘Covenant House’, situated at 26 Chaucer Road, Bedford, a conveniently short distance away from both the town centre and the railway station (itself, in those days, only an hour’s train ride away from London). Domestic staff consisted of one live-in servant and another who came in for a few hours each day, and one more local woman was hired as a nanny for the two young children (who would always be addressed by her respectfully as ‘Miss Michelle’ and ‘Master John’). A couple of pet dachshunds (named Nipper and Patience) were soon acquired, and domestic life went on in broad accordance with a traditional Edwardian English routine. Elton went out into town each morning to start work at his busy office; Amy supervised the housekeeping, planned the meals and met socially on occasion with a small group of female friends. Except on those days when Elton was obliged to stay out late attending to various civic matters (he was, like his father before him, a keen and prominent member of several community-spirited local committees), the family spent the evenings relaxing quietly together at home. Apart from the sound of a certain amount of commotion on the streets outside, ten days after Master John’s birth, as Bedford people rushed back and forth from the station newsstands reacting to shocking reports that the luxury passenger liner Titanic had struck an iceberg off the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, those first few months as a complete family unit passed by calmly without any undue intrusion from the outside world.
         
 
         The odd worrying word about, among other things, the ‘German menace’ reached the family every now and then from the various Le Mesuriers and Hallileys who were currently serving their country abroad, but, within the relatively cosseted confines of Bedford, life seemed, for the immediate future, reassuringly safe and secure. The town boasted some of the best primary and secondary schools in the area, numerous sporting activities and opportunities (ranging from the nearby Oakley Hunt to the newly opened Borough Bowling Club), a steady supply of seasonal outdoor affairs (including the well-attended ‘pleasure fairs’ in April and October) and, at least by the provincial standards of the time, plenty of cultural attractions and events. Amy, in particular, relished any opportunity to venture out and sample the local arts, making regular visits to such venues as the Town Hall, the Corn Exchange and the Royal County Theatre for concerts, exhibitions, lectures and plays, and, as a keen reader of literature, she also made full use of the large public library in Harpur Street. Her husband Elton, when free from his routine duties as a solicitor, was by no means devoid of healthy cultural interests himself, displaying a particular enthusiasm for music (a national magazine article of the time singled him out for praise as the ‘indefatigable’ honorary treasurer of Bedford Musical Society14), but his real passion, at this stage in his life, was for politics.
         
 
         Politics – and, more specifically, Tory politics – had always been in his blood. His father, Charles, had acted for many years as a part-time Conservative Party agent in what was then the North Beds Division, and he had brought up Elton to follow in his footsteps, taking him out on the campaign trail during his teenage years and eventually helping him to become a part-time agent himself, for Bedford Borough, in his mid-twenties. Having recently turned thirty, Elton now felt that the time was right to act on his most heartfelt of ambitions (‘I enjoyed law, but I loved politics’15) and turn what was currently not much more than an absorbing hobby into a proper professional career.
         
 
         A thoughtful and progressive kind of Conservative who liked to stand back every now and then and scrutinise the system as a whole, he had come to the conclusion, after reflecting on recent election campaigns as well as studying a range of parliamentary and local debates, that the time had arrived to modernise the mechanics of representation – and he wanted to play his part. The practical business of being a political actor, he reasoned, was now far too complicated and time-consuming to still be conducted in the manner of a well-meaning Victorian amateur. What the average modern politician required, he believed, was the assistance of a genuinely professional administrative and advisory team headed by someone with sound managerial expertise.
         
 
         One problem with the current role of the political agent, he acknowledged rather ruefully, was that it was so often performed by people like his father and himself: in other words, solicitors. Thanks to the 1883 Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act16 – introduced to bring an end to the bribing and intimidation of voters – candidates, agents and electors alike were so anxious to avoid being caught breaking any of the new rules and regulations that they started ceding more and more power and authority to those figures who could be trusted to understand ‘the niceties of the law’.17 Such figures usually took the form of the local solicitor, who, in addition to his own full-time legal practice, was paid a retaining fee between elections to do relatively little as well as a substantial sum to act as agent whenever a campaign was called. This, argued Elton Halliley, was one reason why the existing system was still so frustratingly unsatisfactory: although the Conservative Party now had its own National Society of agents (formed in 1891),18 the solicitors who controlled it still seemed far more interested in discussing the law (often over long lunches, dinners and suppers19) than they were in analysing and influencing politics. Worse still, as far as Elton was concerned, was the fact that, as there was no formal examination process to qualify as an agent, the Society had already developed into a depressingly smug and self-perpetuating elite, with older solicitors recruiting younger solicitors in the manner of a clubbable ‘old pals’ act.
         
 
         Another problem was that these solicitors (who were now enjoying an income boosted by sources that were ‘two-thirds law and one-third politics’20) were only serving as agents in their spare time – and Elton Halliley was one of those activists who now regarded this as hopelessly outdated and impractical. Citing his own experience as a part-time agent in Bedford, he would later explain: ‘In the day time I was engaged on drafting conveyances, examining abstracts of title and dealing with other legal conundrums, and in the evenings I was doing political work’.21 In the brave and bold new age of mass politics, he reasoned, such a perfunctory approach could not possibly cope with the growing scope and complexity of basic party business, let alone the chaos and controversies of an election campaign. The time had thus arrived, he declared, for the creation of the full-time professional political agent, and he was eager to become a prominent member of this new breed.
         
 
         The immediate problem, however, as far as his own personal ambitions were concerned, was that he now found himself based in a town that was shifting its allegiance from the Conservatives to the Liberals. Captain Charles Guy Pym – a good friend of the Hallileys – had held the seat for the Tories from 1895 to 1906, but since then, apart from the brief and ill-fated interlude of Walter Attenborough’s spell at Westminster between the two General Elections of 1910, the Liberals had held on strongly to power in Bedford, and the borough’s current MP, Frederick George Kellaway, was looking a formidably durable political presence (indeed, he was to remain in the seat from the end of 1910 to November 1922). Fortunately for Elton Halliley, however, a far more promising-sounding alternative soon presented itself some sixty miles away across East Anglia, in the Suffolk town of Bury St Edmunds, where the man who had been its MP since 1907, Walter Guinness, was now looking for a new agent and ally.22
         
 
         A suave, worldly, energetic and public-spirited young man, the Irish-born Guinness (who hailed from the prominent and prosperous family of brewers in Dublin, and would later be ennobled in Britain as the first Baron Moyne) met the rather sombre and reserved but smart and good-natured Elton Halliley at a local Conservative Club function and the pair seemed to bond straight from the start. It therefore did not take long before Guinness invited Halliley to assume primary responsibility for managing his political affairs, initially on a part-time basis but ultimately, as soon as his other commitments as a solicitor could be rearranged, full time. Elton duly talked the matter over with his wife, who understood how much the opportunity meant to him; shortly after their son John was born, he accepted and became an official political agent. Although he would continue to maintain his involvement in the family firm of Halliley & Morrison in Bedford, he knew that, from this moment on, he would have to immerse himself in the minutiae of day-to-day political life, working as closely as possible with his newly adopted MP.
         
 
         Fond though he was of Bedford, therefore, Elton felt that he had no choice but to move his family to Bury St Edmunds, and so, when baby John was little more than one year old, the Hallileys had a new home. Having fallen in love with a remarkably peaceful, private and elegant little area called St Mary’s Square23 (a short walk away from the site of Walter Guinness’s own sumptuous manor house on Honey Hill), they took on the tenancy of a stunning-looking low white country Queen Anne house situated grandly on its own in a corner at number 8. Elton found a suitable office to serve as his political HQ (at 3 Abbeygate Street24), while Amy supervised elaborate plans for the interior redecorations, and together they began structuring a new basic routine with an enlarged set of staff. In addition to the children’s nanny, who had accompanied the family from Bedford, the Halliley domestic household was now bolstered by two new live-in servants as well as a weekly washerwoman and a somewhat gruff and eccentric gardener called Miss Cooke (who came by a couple of times a week from her cottage in the nearby village of Risby, arriving on a battered old bicycle and wearing a pair of dusty breeches, ill-fitting leggings and ancient leather boots). Life in Bury promised to be busy and interesting.
         
 
         Before the family had a proper chance to settle in, however, two distressing crises – one personal, the other political – had to be overcome. First, on 4 August 1914, war broke out between Britain and Germany; then, within a few days of the formal announcement, both Elton and baby John were struck down with double pneumonia. A terrified Amy brought in two nurses during the days and two more for the nights, barely slept herself and tried to keep her young daughter calm and happy while anxiously monitoring the condition of her ailing husband and son. The next fortnight was a harrowing time for all the family. At one stage, Elton became so delirious because of his fever that he had to be prevented forcibly from hurling himself out through his bedroom window, while John was often to be heard either screaming with pain or wheezing and coughing violently, but then their fever seemed to descend just as quickly as it had risen, and both of them were eased back to health.
         
 
         Although all was soon serene again within the Halliley home, the war outside raged on, and several of Master John’s earliest memories would be prompted by the sights and sounds of conflict. There were many days, for example, when his nanny took him for an outing around the town in his pram. On these excursions he became increasingly aware of the clamour of the soldiers from the 7th Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment marching through St Mary’s Square, looking strange and striking with their fancy caps, tight tunics, puttees and boots, their bodies emitting a strong smell of stale sweat that the baby boy would never be able to forget. There was also one eerie night, shortly after his third birthday at the end of April 1915, when he was woken abruptly by the sound of pheasants squawking a warning in the grounds around the house. After his nanny had plucked him up from his cot and taken him over to the window, he was intrigued to see what appeared to be a ‘remarkable giant cigar moving slowly like a shadow through the clouds’ – the sight, in fact, of a Zeppelin preparing to drop its clutch of bombs over Bury St Edmunds.25
         
 
         Not all of his formative memories were so grim and unnerving. One incident, in particular, would bring a wry smile to his face whenever it crept back into mind in later years. Out once again being pushed by his nanny in the pram, he came to focus on four ‘unlikely looking people’ – two tall men sporting large black hats and long dark coats complete with full and lush astrakhan collars, and two slim-hipped, pale-necked, bob-haired women who seemed much more extravagantly dressed and strongly scented than any female encountered back at home – and so he felt compelled to ask who on earth these exotic creatures were. His nanny, speeding up the passage of the pram, tut-tutted and replied: ‘They are theatricals, Master John, and you should have absolutely nothing to do with them.’
         
 
         His curiosity, however, had been aroused, and it was stimulated further a few days later when, in the middle of the evening, he was stopped from slipping off to sleep by the rumbling of several horse-drawn wagons moving slowly through the Square: the circus was arriving in town. Although he was deemed too young, on that early occasion, to be taken to see the subsequent action unfold, the sense of wonder and anticipation caused by the mere glimpse of its containers was sufficient to convince him that the seasonal event ‘promised great things’.26
         
 
         Such high excitement was something of an exception, in those days, in a place like Bury St Edmunds. The town had always tended to elicit one of two common emotions from those who spent some time wandering through its streets: either warm affection for its aura of cosy continuity or niggling irritation at its suggestion of sleepy timidity. During the nineteenth century, for example, the radical critic William Cobbett had dubbed Bury ‘a very pretty place’ that was ‘extremely clean and neat’,27 and Charles Dickens had praised it in similar terms as ‘a handsome little town of thriving and cleanly appearance’,28 whereas novelist and former resident Maria Louise Ramé – hiding behind her pen name of ‘Ouida’ – had dismissed the town acidly as, at best, ‘an old maid dressed for a party’ and, at worst, ‘that slowest and dreariest of boroughs’ where ‘the inhabitants are driven to ring their own door-bells lest they should rust from disuse’.29 For a typically playful, inquisitive and potentially mischievous little boy like Master John, finding himself part of such a quiet and close-knit community could often seem rather dull and boring, but, as he grew and explored the area, he came to cherish its calm and subtle charms.
         
 
         Richly endowed with a variety of historic monuments (including, not far from John’s home, the ruins of an eleventh-century Benedictine abbey and a large and striking ancient church that had recently been elevated to the status of a cathedral), a lively but appealingly intimate shopping area (with its medieval street pattern still largely intact) and plenty of green and open rural areas such as the nearby Hardwick Heath, Bury offered a wide enough range of distractions if one made an effort to seek them out. In terms of more formal cultural fare, there was often something interesting on offer, just a short walk down the road from St Mary’s Square, inside the light and wonderfully elegant little William Wilkins-designed Theatre Royal – one of the last Regency-era playhouses in England – as well as, not much further on, the impressive-looking Athenaeum, the imposingly turreted Guildhall and the grandly porticoed Corn Exchange. Socially, too, with its tensely class-conscious concatenation of struggling labourers, ambitious tradesmen and haughty gentry, the town’s commercial centre was not without its own array of characterful daily dramas.
         
 
         The Halliley home itself was quite a privileged environment within which a child could grow and play, with several large and welcoming rooms, a number of curious nooks and crannies and, out and about in the grounds, a private tennis court, a paddock and a large garden shielded by a smart row of chestnut trees. Young Master John used to take particular pleasure in watching the gardener Miss Cooke go about her horticultural duties during the warmer spring and summer afternoons, sometimes coaxing from her the odd muttered response (like being ‘spoken to by an old hat’, as Philip Larkin would have put it30). He sympathised with her whenever she was made to scream by the sudden appearance of a muddy-green frog: ‘I am still uneasy in the presence of small, squashy amphibians,’ he would later admit, ‘and can’t walk through a damp meadow on a May morning with any peace of mind.’31 Although he would never really develop much of a rapport with his sister Michelle – upon whom, by his own admission, he tended to inflict some of the worst outbursts associated with ‘the typical behaviour of the younger and slightly spoilt child’32 – he did at least enjoy being taught by her how to ride a bicycle as she guided him patiently around and around the edges of the immaculately manicured lawn. The two of them also shared a fair amount of fun looking after what by this time was a greatly expanded menagerie of pets, the two dachshunds from Bedford having been joined by three spaniels, two pekes, a Scottish Terrier and a slightly anxious cat.
         
 
         Probably the most important influence on him during these early years was his nanny. Even though he would never call her – or remember her – by any name more personal than that of ‘Nanny’, and she would never dream of dropping the ‘Master’ and address him directly as ‘John’, the pair would form an emotional bond that would never be completely broken. He would lie in his cot and watch her with innocent fascination as she dressed herself each morning, pulling up her stockings and struggling with her lace-up corset, sometimes resorting to her favourite exclamation – ‘Oh, bust the thing!’ – whenever she missed an eye or a hook. He relied on her for his regular excursions around the town, first pushed in his shiny black pram and then walking by her side holding tightly on to her hand, and trusted her to answer all of the many questions that an inquisitive child might ask.
         
 
         As he grew a little older and more aware, he would be unnerved by her infrequent but always highly dramatic departures when, seemingly disturbed by ‘the time of the full moon’, she stuck on her best black bonnet, picked up her bags and bounded off to Bury train station. Apparently so distressed, depressed and confused in her pre-menstrual state that she had convinced herself that someone or other within the Halliley household had been ‘stealing’ her belongings (‘Strangely she never accused me of anything,’ John would recall, ‘not even wetting the bed, which at this period I was inclined to do’), she would stay for a few days with her sister in Bedford and then return ‘as if nothing untoward had happened’.33 While the rest of the family therefore had reason to feel that their relationship with Nanny – though generally warm – was sometimes rather fraught and fragile, Master John’s deep affection for her would go on undiminished.
         
 
         His attitude to his own parents, at this early stage, was rather more complicated. Like many children of the time born into conventional upper-middle-class families, he found that his mother, though clearly affectionate, delegated much of his everyday care to Nanny, while his busy father was rarely available for an intimate audience. Both figures could often therefore seem somewhat aloof. ‘I was closest to my mother both in temperament and interests,’ John would recall, and he savoured those relatively rare times that they shared together alone at home, with her playing the grand piano in the elegant drawing-room while he attempted to sing such popular songs of the time as the sentimental music-hall turn ‘Tommy, Lad’ (‘Tommy, lad! Tommy, lad!/Oh! a man you soon will be,/And you’ll fight for the right/Be a better man than me’) or the proudly patriotic ‘Drake’s Drum’ (‘Take my drum to England, hang et by the shore/Strike et when your powder’s runnin’ low;/If the Dons sight Devon, I’ll quit the port o’ Heaven,/An’ drum them up the Channel as we drummed them long ago’).34 Her playful habit of allowing him, from the age of about six,35 to sip a little from her post-prandial glass of sherry would inadvertently awaken in him a lifelong appetite for alcohol, and, rather more deliberately, her taste for the finer things in life certainly had a pronounced influence on the development of his own aesthetic preferences and expectations. He would also have reason to be grateful to her for introducing him to the world of theatre, because, in spite of Nanny’s notorious warnings about the profession, Amy eventually decided that it would be safe enough, one matinée at Christmas, to treat him to a visit inside the Theatre Royal: ‘I saw Robin Hood in panto, and I was very soon hooked.’36
         
 
         As for his father, John would later admit, with typical tact and politeness: ‘I suppose I never really got to know him very well.’37 Halliley Sr by this time very much looked the part of the authoritative and somewhat intimidating political boss, gliding around town displaying the kind of countenance that suggested not so much that he feared he had left the gas on at home, but rather that he feared that you had left your gas on at home, and he was valued greatly by Walter Guinness as he kept the local Tory troops firmly on their toes. Acknowledging the authenticity of Elton’s increasingly intense political passions (which would eventually earn him the OBE38), John reflected sincerely if rather coolly:
         
 
         
            He was always out in the evenings, attending political meetings: it seemed to me an unnecessary chore since Bury was a rock solid Conservative seat. I was left to have dinner with my mother and sister. Sometimes we went to the pictures and my father would pick us up in his noisy Citroën. This was our opportunity to tell him of the delights he had missed – the early Chaplins, Harry Langdon, Pola Negri, Vilma Banky, Rod le Rocque and the D.W. Griffith epics. I know that he cared for us and that he inspired great affection within the family and his profession.39
            

         
 
         On those rare occasions when Elton did find enough time to sit and talk to his young son, he tried to engage with him via a love of literature, encouraging him to explore and enjoy English not only as it was written but also spoken. Some of the serials, short stories and poems that Elton recited had such an impact that John would still recall them fondly many decades later. One piece in particular, entitled ‘My Financial Career’ – a dry little comic tour de force by the Canadian humorist Stephen Leacock about a nervous young man attempting to open his first bank account in the presence of the tetchy manager – remained such a great favourite that, in addition to noting its nuances during certain TV tête-à-tête exchanges, he would go on to record it for an album that he released in the mid-1970s.40
         
 
         Another important cultural influence on Master John during this period was the young classical pianist Kathleen Long,41 a good friend of the family who resided, in those days, just around the corner from St Mary’s Square in Sparhawk Street. As a music-loving couple, Elton and Amy had first come into contact with Long through their involvement in Bedford’s various cultural events and societies, and Amy, in particular, had struck up such a sure rapport with her that she had not hesitated before asking the musician to be godmother to her newly born son. Still in her early twenties when John was a young boy, she doted on him, providing him with an alternative source of comfort and reassurance whenever there were real or imagined problems at home. She also cultivated in him a wide range of deep-rooted musical interests, beginning with the gift of a gramophone record – featuring a rendition of ‘The Song of the Volga Boatmen’ – which he would always treasure. Making the most of her contacts as one of Herbert Sharpe’s students at the Royal College of Music, she sometimes collaborated with Amy to organise special soirées for the more culturally curious burghers of Bury, always making sure that her godson felt properly involved in the build-up to the elegant event. John would recall:
         
 
         
            Artists came all the way from London (it seemed so remote in those days) to perform string quartets at the Guildhall – Mozart, Haydn – then they would come back to our house and sometimes even stay the night. Our guests had names I still take pride in dropping like André Mangeot, John Barbirolli and John Birley whom I recall putting on the wireless to listen attentively to the music of Hal Payne at the Hotel Cecil in the Strand.42
            

         
 
         Perhaps the most significant influence of all, in terms of Master John’s future theatrical ventures, came from the ongoing procession of relations in and out of the Halliley home. Some other keen-eyed character actors and comic performers – including Charles Laughton and Tony Hancock – spent their formative years as residents of their parents’ own hotels, where the daily exposure to a richly varied and constantly changing cast of individuals taught them to notice in a snapshot the tiny telling details that made each guest seem distinctive, thus providing them with an invaluable private memory bank of authentic human types. John Le Mesurier, to much the same effect, grew up in that large house in Bury observing the to-ing and fro-ing of so many of his distinguished family’s memorably grand, bland, suave, stern and downright odd VIPs. When the time arrived, he would find himself eminently well-prepared to play just about any type of Establishment figure with rare authority and precision.
         
 
         Among the Hallileys, for example, Master John was increasingly fascinated by his grandfather, Charles, who used to come to stay on a regular basis. Recognising, from an early age, that he was in the presence of a master of the dubious art of orotund windbaggery, he came to take a perverse kind of pleasure in sitting at the great man’s feet and studying the bluster: ‘The way he told his stories always made me laugh, but the laughter was not always for the reasons he hoped. Sometimes I would have to hide under the table at mealtimes before my mother said, in desperate tones, “Come out, John, and don’t make things more difficult than they need be”.’43
         
 
         Charles’s appearance alone – with his carefully curved Edward VII-style beard, starched wing collar, drooping silk bow tie, ancient tailored jacket and a pair of eccentric-looking trousers that were always creased sideways ‘like pyjamas’ – was enough to make his grandson break out in what he hoped would be mistaken for an innocently welcoming smile, but it was the habit of speaking at great length ‘in a loud and clear voice even when he was talking utter rubbish’44 that really caused such perverse delight. One of Charles’s most-repeated anecdotes, concerning the sea voyage made by his mother, his two brothers, and himself from Ceylon to England in 1858 on board the Star of the East, had grown over the years from a relatively short summary of the basic details into a positive epic of Moby-Dick-like proportions. ‘The time occupied for the passage,’ the story began, very slowly and portentously, ‘was three months and fifteen days …’, and it involved hair-raising close encounters with much bigger sailing vessels, some harrowing bouts of stormy weather, the historic sighting of Donati’s Comet and the moment when the entire crew gathered on deck to celebrate the arrival of Charles’s eighth birthday with a generous tot of rum. He was so proud of this particular tale that he ended up writing a letter about it to The Times.45 Master John sniggered a little more each time a new version was aired.
         
 
         Another memorable member of the Halliley clan was the redoubtable Aunt Connie, who could always be relied on to provide John with an unwittingly entertaining demonstration of that remarkable upper-middle-class trick: how to accumulate grandeur and gravitas simply by association. She would always arrive, take the most comfortable seat in the room and, in tones of unbrookable authority, launch straight into a loud recitation of every recent adventure and achievement experienced by anyone she happened to know in the Navy. She then sat back and accepted all of the polite praise and admiration very graciously on their behalf. John would later joke that she really should have been in the service herself: ‘She was a dead ringer for an admiral with her granite jaw, ramrod spine and far-away look in her eyes which suggested an unhappy experience in an open boat but was, in fact, caused by an addiction to pink gin.’46
         
 
         The majority of the visiting Le Mesuriers tended to inspire rather more respect, and Master John stayed dutifully seen but not heard as a succession of his mother’s well-connected uncles and cousins drifted in for a drink and a chat. Some of them sported high-ranking military uniforms, others were smartly turned-out in tailored pinstripe or off-duty tweed, and quite a few also happened to be called ‘John’. Most significantly, however, almost all of them acted and sounded as if nature had brought them expressly into being in order to assume their lofty roles. Master John looked and listened closely as each one came and went, appreciating the personal variations on the theme of noblesse oblige, and he gradually acquired an unusually sure sense of what made each particular type tock and tick.
         
 
         He did not yet realise that a career could be made out of imitating such characters, but he did already have a strong inkling that his parents expected him to emulate them in some way. It would be different for his sister Michelle, who, by the patriarchal conventions of the time, would be left merely to complete her good but limited private education and then marry a ‘respectable’ man (which, at the tender age of twenty in 1929, she did – becoming the wife of Archibald Willington, a Northern Irish soldier serving in the Suffolk Regiment, whom John would dismiss as ‘a rather humourless Army officer’ with a moustache ‘which didn’t grow properly’47). John, however, was the son, and, going as far back as either parent could remember, any son of a Halliley and certainly of a Le Mesurier seemed destined at least either to achieve greatness or else to have greatness thrust upon him. It came as no real surprise, therefore, when, following a pleasant enough spell at the local kindergarten – which was run by two elderly spinster sisters known to pupils and parents alike simply as ‘The Misses Underwood’ (both of whom, Master John had soon decided, ‘smelt of hot milk, petit-beurres biscuits and ever so slightly damp mackintoshes’48) – he learned that the decision had been made to send him away to stay at a suitable preparatory school to start realising his full potential. What did come as quite a shock, however, was the kind of place that had been deemed most acceptable.
         
 
         ‘The choice of institution,’ John would later say with more than a little residual bitterness, ‘was determined by a friend of my parents, the owner of the local Greene King brewery, who, being rich and influential, obviously knew a thing or two about where a young man could best have the nonsense knocked out of him.’49 The school in question was the relatively new but already quite well-regarded Grenham House, some 130 miles away from Bury at Birchington-on-Sea in Kent. Built in 1910 on land bought from St John’s College, Cambridge, this cold and compact place of learning was indeed fast acquiring a reputation for achieving high academic standards in an environment of ‘character-forming’ discipline and controlled austerity. One former pupil of the institution – which was demolished in 1987 – would look back with a shudder and describe it as a place characterised by ‘homesickness, freezing swims, sadistic teachers and meagre and disgusting meals’;50 another branded it bluntly as a school ‘run by bastards’;51 and a third simply judged it ‘monstrous’.52 Though these were by no means universally shared impressions, they certainly match the one that Master John Halliley came to form. He hated the place.
         
 
         ‘It is strange,’ he would say, ‘that my parents, both sensitive people, should have thought that dispatching their offspring to [such] an establishment … would somehow bring out the best in him. But it was the thing to do and my father was certainly not one to buck the system.’53 He did try to resist, complaining that he was in the grip of some mystery illness, but to no avail: at the start of the autumn of 1921, he was taken to Victoria Station and, ‘blubbing slightly’, was placed on the school train.54 He sat there all on his own, gazing out glumly at the place names flashing by – Rochester, Chatham, Sittingbourne, Faversham, Whitstable, Herne Bay – until, after three long hours, his dreaded destination came into sight. Clutching a small leather case containing a sponge bag, a change of underwear, some pictures of his family and a favourite volume of Zane Grey Western stories, he was collected from Birchington-on-Sea station and taken a short distance away to the school. Its Victorian-style red-bricked and turreted design struck him like a dark and scary illustration from The Strand, and the strong smell inside of moist carbolic soap made him feel sick. Taking ownership of his allotted bed next to the window in the small and narrow dormitory, he changed into his pyjamas, pulled the blanket over his head and sobbed himself to sleep.
         
 
         It was an unfortunate time for any British child to start their serious schooling. So many from an entire generation of fine teachers had been lost in the Great War, and certainly at Grenham House the majority of those now taking charge of lessons were either rehabilitated pensioners with failing faculties or, as John would put it, a selection of ‘life’s misfits searching for an escape from their own terrible frustrations’.55 Among the latter category was a disturbingly sadistic middle-aged man who not only managed, in his capacity as maths teacher, to extinguish any interest his pupils might have had in that subject but also, in his ancillary capacity as sports master, to terrorise countless young boys by pinching their bare legs with tweezers whenever he judged them to have made a mistake. John loathed him and most of his other teachers, and found solace only in the regular games of cricket.
         
 
         Cricket was a sport for which John was unusually well-prepared, thanks to the private coaching sessions his father had arranged back in Bury with the former first-class player for Essex, Walter Mead. A talented slow right-arm bowler whose combination of thick sweaters with a lugubriously moustachioed face made him look as though he had just returned from trying to track down Captain Oates at the South Pole, Mead proved himself to be a rather unorthodox kind of tutor – according to John, ‘he was only at his best when he was slightly intoxicated – which happened to be most of the time’56, but he did well enough to ensure that his pupil arrived at Grenham House armed not only with a sound batting technique and one or two crafty bowling tricks but also with a strong and sincere belief that cricket was ‘always the finest sport’.57
         
 
         It was because of cricket, bizarrely enough, that John would acquire his first sexual experience. Following a jape that had backfired badly at the crease, when he dropped his bat and caught his own partner’s soft ‘dolly’ shot, he had been ordered off the field (supposedly ‘retired hurt’) by an apoplectic umpire who, once the innings was over, marched back to his office and gave his victim six violent strokes of the cane. A little later, however, a still rather tearful John (now genuinely ‘retired hurt’) was consoled by Matron in her room. As with Nanny before her, he would never know the first name of the woman he only ever called ‘Matron’, but he did know that she was an attractive twenty-eight-year-old who, after feeding him Earl Grey tea and shortcake biscuits by way of consolation, started slowly ‘disarranging’ his clothes. Before he quite understood what was actually happening, he found himself lying next to her naked in bed, where, for the first time, he was able to ‘explore the softness and warmth of the female body’.58 Although the encounter would not be repeated (Matron, belatedly, knew best), the memory of it burned away in his brain for many more years, and it certainly remained the one great highlight of his time at Grenham House.
         
 
         So much of his stay there was miserable that he had to fight hard to preserve any real individual spirit. A frequent wearer of the dunce’s cap – which was a real dunce’s cap, white and pointed with a big black ‘D’ painted on its side – he was often teased by his fellow pupils as well as shouted at and smacked by the staff. The only thing he really learned during his time at Grenham House was the art of passive resistance: realising that he could not take on an entire institution and hope to win, he settled instead for the kind of well-mannered obduracy that obliged his tormentors to work extra hard merely to make him go through the motions. ‘I decided at a very early age,’ he later explained, ‘to pretend to know fuck all about anything.’59 When things seemed particularly hard and hazardous, he would go into what he later termed ‘hedgehog mode’ – curling up and withdrawing into himself until the immediate danger had passed.60
         
 
         There had always been something naturally melancholic about his countenance: an early photograph of him, aged just three, showed a sad-eyed little boy with dark hair curling down over his forehead like a lonely teardrop and a mouth pushed up and out like a slightly sullen pout. Now, as the shades of the prison-house seemed to close ever more tightly around him, he resembled the kind of desperately woebegone figure whom P.G. Wodehouse described as ‘one who has searched for the leak in life’s gas-pipe with a lighted candle’.61 Although he had been sent to the school in part to help cement his lofty class identity by mixing with other similarly privileged young boys, the experience was having the opposite effect, turning him into something of a disaffected loner. ‘I hated the snobbishness of the place,’ he would say, angrily recalling ‘the persistent interrogation on family claims to social distinction – what does your father do? How many servants have you got? How big is your car?’62 It was not the kind of silly game that he wanted to play.
         
 
         He did find a few kindred spirits lurking on the periphery of this class-conscious crowd, and took some comfort from the discovery that he was rather good, when he was in the right mood, at making them laugh. Impressions turned out to be his forte, capturing especially well the cheerfully clipped tones of the actor Jack Hulbert and the croaky-fruitiness of the master farceur Robertson (‘Oh, calamity!’) Hare, as well as providing amusing parodies of the most notorious members of staff. His pièce de résistance was his imitation of the school’s head, a very tall and broad authoritarian figure burdened with a comically high-pitched voice; John somehow managed to ‘borrow’ a spare pair of his size twelve boots and started clodhopping up and down the dormitory in them while squeaking out an angry tirade. The sound of the cheers and applause restored at least a little of his much-needed self-esteem, and made him more eager than ever to show off on a regular basis. Another way of ingratiating himself with the more good-natured of his peers was by sharing the copies of The Tatler and Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News that were sent to him each month by his mother. He would hold on to each one until he had absorbed all of the latest information concerning the likes of Noël Coward, Ivor Novello, Beverly Nichols and Lady Diana Cooper, and then, with the rather precious warning that they must be returned in pristine condition because he was ‘planning to have them bound’, he would distribute them among his most favoured friends.
         
 
         It was still a huge relief when each term finally came to an end. The family holidays that followed were usually spent somewhere or other on the Norfolk coast, often in hotels or rented homes at Sheringham, Cromer or Hunstanton, and it was on such pleasant seaside excursions that John could relax, play and recover some of the self-confidence that had been slapped and shouted out of him at school.
         
 
         As time went by, however, the carefree happiness of these occasions became somewhat compromised, as far as John was concerned, by the fact that the family (not just Elton and Amy but also, it seemed, both sides of their large and prominent clan) was starting to ponder where he should spend the next, critical stage of his education. The majority opinion among the Le Mesuriers seemed to be that John should be groomed for a grand career in the Royal Navy, whereas most of those Hallileys consulted considered, unsurprisingly, a life in the Law to be his most appropriate vocation now that imperial administration was well on the wane (although the husband of Elton’s sister Marjorie, Brigadier Arthur Allan Shakespear Younger, DSO, made a forceful case for pointing the boy – in the nicest possible sense – in the direction of the Royal Artillery). Eventually, after much discussion, the Le Mesuriers won, and John’s name was put down for the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth.
         
 
         If the family had thought to ask John himself, he probably would have confessed that he was already sick and tired of toeing the line at Grenham House and was hardly in the right frame of mind to go and win a place in another fiercely disciplined organisation, even if it was what his ‘type’ was supposed to do. His own opinion, however, was not solicited, so he just groaned inwardly and did what he was told. Summoned to London for an interview with four florid-faced Admiralty officials, he was not overly surprised to find that one of them knew his father and two of the others knew various relations of his mother, so the preliminary conversation proved pleasantly relaxed and convivial. Once the formal discussion began, however, John seemed to lose his focus, mumbling awkwardly but apologetically at each invitation to speak while stroking his thick dark hair, rubbing his face or fiddling absentmindedly with the cuffs on his jacket. Alarmed that this young man, from such a promising background, appeared so bemused by the most straightforward of questions, one of his exasperated interrogators finally asked him, ‘How many steps did you climb up from the Main Entrance to this room?’ Instead of taking a wild guess, John merely sighed, rolled his eyes and replied, with a precocious sense of ennui, that he was terribly sorry but he really had absolutely no idea whatsoever how many steps there had been outside, nor, to be completely honest, had he felt any inclination to count them as he climbed them. That, as far as his interviewers were concerned, was it: even the best class of family sometimes chips too thin a flake off the old block. He was sent out the door with the parting advice to try and count the steps on his way back down to the street.
         
 
         Strolling off in the direction of the nearest theatre where he hoped to take in a matinée, John realised that he had badly underperformed, and blamed his strangely eviscerated behaviour on the fact that he had decided to ‘relax’ himself before the ordeal (‘I seem to remember masturbating somewhere outside Faversham on my way to Victoria’63). In truth, his failure had far more to do with his total lack of enthusiasm for a life spent out at sea.
         
 
         Having not so much jumped through the hoops held up for him as merely glanced at them grudgingly before wandering idly away, he returned to school that night without feeling the slightest tinge of regret. He did not know what he wanted to do – or what he was best suited to do – but he knew that it did not involve the Navy. A telegram came a few days later confirming his rejection – ‘How extraordinary,’ exclaimed the master who read it, not used to seeing a pupil held back from rising up the ranks – and his embarrassed parents were forced to think about his future all over again.
         
 
         Meanwhile, life back at Grenham House was not quite as wretched as it had once been for John. Now outgrowing the mild but tiresome attacks of acne that had embarrassed him in earlier years, he felt rather better about himself, and, as one of the older boys at the school, he was a smarter, smoother operator when it came to avoiding the usual types of trouble. He was also starting, by this stage, to be aware that he possessed the kind of natural charm that seemed to make other people want to do the most menial of tasks on his behalf, and so, as he waited patiently for news to arrive of his next educational destination, he began to conserve his energy by delegating – very politely – a growing number of his duties. ‘How very kind of you,’ he would always say, ‘you’ve just saved my life.’64 There was, for example, the old carpentry master who found himself, without ever quite knowing why, making cabinets and pipe stands for John to present as his own efforts when he next went home to his parents, and the fellow pupil who sat happily cleaning John’s cricket boots while he was taken to lunch by the headmaster’s pretty young wife. Although, therefore, he was looking increasingly aimless academically, he was now drifting along in quite some style.
         
 
          
         The relaxed impasse ended abruptly after a month or so when his parents announced that they had decided to send him on to a prestigious public school, Sherborne in Dorset. John responded to this news by promptly failing the Common Entrance exam, but his parents had a discreet word with the head of Grenham House, Henry Jeston, who had a close friend on the staff at Sherborne, and, in spite of his failure, John found himself summoned to Dorset for an interview. He was greeted there by the Bursar, who wore an old tweed suit and a faded MCC tie and behaved with unforced bonhomie. Playing ‘Blue Skies’ on his gramophone throughout their meeting, he chatted away cheerfully to his young visitor and concluded by assuring him that, despite his current areas of academic weakness, there would indeed be a place for him at Sherborne.
         
 
         A slightly dazed John thanked him very politely, made his way back to the station, took a seat on the train and reflected on what had just happened. Diffidence, it seemed, was no match for destiny if one was a Le Mesurier or a Halliley. He was still on course for precisely the kind of life that he had never, ever craved.
         
 
         Feeling somewhat confused and vaguely depressed, he stopped off in London on his way back to Kent to take in another of his favourite Aldwych farces. His spirits were lifted a little when he managed to snatch a brief meeting backstage with some of the stars, before, with a sigh, he boarded another train and resumed his journey to Birchington-on-Sea. As if things could not have gone any worse for this most unambitious of young scholars, soon after arriving back at Grenham House he went down with mumps. As term was coming to an end, the other pupils were starting to depart, so he found himself left behind in miserable isolation in one of the dormitories. Lying in bed one lonely evening as the shadows crept into the room, he shut his eyes and reflected sadly on the fact that, after spending more than four long years there, his stay was ending just as it had started: with him on his own in tears.
         
 
         Once he was well on his way to recovery, however, he discovered that plans had been made to ensure that he would at least leave the old school in fine style: he was wrapped up warmly, deposited on the back seat of Walter Guinness’s gleaming Rolls-Royce and driven up to London by the politician’s smart chauffeur, where Guinness proceeded to treat him and his father to a long and sumptuous celebratory lunch. Sherborne, both men assured Master John, was going to be a hugely rewarding experience. The young boy smiled and nodded politely in agreement, without being entirely sure they would be proven right.
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            3 Charles Bailey Halliley would die at his home in Somerset on 15 March 1934, aged 83.
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                  Thine honour aye indwelling stay
 
                  May ever round its portals be
 
                  The guardian angels placed by thee.

               
 
               
                  The bands of youths look down and see
 
                  Restoring here continuously;
 
                  And safely on thro’ life’s rough way
 
                  Direct their footsteps day by day.

               
 
               
                  Strengthen the frail ones with thy word
 
                  And guiding discipline, O Lord.
 
                  Hold forth thy heavenly food, we pray,
 
                  And drive all evil things away.

               
 
               
                  May they each morn the day begin
 
                  With prayer sincere thy grace to win
 
                  With grateful hearts at fall of even
 
                  May they exalt thy praise to heaven.

               
 
               
                  To God the Father and his Son,
 
                  And God the Spirit, Holy One.
 
                  May greatest glory henceforth be
 
                  Both now and thro’ eternity.
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            CHAPTER II
            
 
            Sherborne

         
 
         
            Not for me the dubious heaven
            
 
            Of being some prefect’s protégé.
            

         
 
         The date was Monday 3 May 1926. Many people alive in Britain at the time would later remember it as the date of the outbreak of the ten-day General Strike. John Le Mesurier, on the other hand, would always recall it as the date that he started at Sherborne.
         
 
         He had spent much of that spring at home in Bury St Edmunds, waiting with a mounting sense of anticipation as the day of his move to Dorset crept closer and closer. Bits and pieces of information about the institution had been fed to him, during that anxious little period of freedom, by various well-meaning friends, relations and administrators. He had learned, for example, that Sherborne was one of Britain’s original public schools; that its motto was ‘Dieu et mon droit’ (‘God and my right’); that its alumni included such impressive-sounding figures as the politician William Cecil, the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead and the writer John Cowper Powys; that it was now organised along the lines of a collegiate-style ‘house system’ (comprised in those days of School, Abbey, The Green, The Retreat, Abbeylands, Lyon and Westcott); and that he himself would soon be taking up residence in Lyon House. Such details piqued his curiosity without completely placating his concerns. He was still not sure about Sherborne.
         
 
         He was not really sure about anything to do with his schooling – apart from the fact that he was glad to be gone from Grenham House. Knowing, however, that he had to go somewhere to complete his education, and appreciating the sacrifices his parents were prepared to make in order to get him somewhere as grand and expensive as Sherborne, he tried to face his fate in the right frame of mind. At least, he kept telling himself, it will be better than Grenham House. It was not the most positive of responses but, as the clock kept on ticking, it was the best that he could provide.
         
 
         When the time to go finally arrived early one crisp but fine morning in May, his parents, responding stoically to the stationary nature of the strike-bound trains, packed his belongings into the back of their car and set off with their nervous-looking fourteen-year-old son on the long and draining 225-mile diagonal drive from eastern to south-western England. Looking out through the window as they motored slowly through the well-manicured lanes around Newmarket, he saw the racehorses out on their morning exercise, the steam rising from their smooth chestnut-brown flanks as they made their way back to the stables, and, in spite of his best efforts to be positive, he wished more keenly than ever that he did not really have to leave. A stop for an extended lunch at the Mitre in Oxford only heightened his unspoken desire to slip away and retreat back to his beloved Bury, but, once his parents were ready to resume, the journey went on, and on, and on, until, in the darkness of the evening, they finally arrived at Sherborne.
         
 
         It was so late in the day that they found the front door of Lyon House bolted – thus giving John cause to hope, however faintly, that his parents might turn around and take him back home with them – but, after what seemed like an achingly long delay, the bell was finally answered by a sleepy-eyed (and clearly none-too-pleased) housemaster, and John was led away to a junior dormitory while his parents departed for the nearby Digby Hotel. Instructed to make his way quietly in the dark until he came to an empty bed, he did as he was told, undressed as quickly as he could because of the cold and, groping for the space between the sheets, slipped straight in under the covers. Too tired for any fears or tears on this particular occasion, he soon drifted off to sleep.
         
 
         His first impression the following morning, once he was out and about in the daylight, was one of awe. This was, without any doubt, an extraordinary place to be: the neat semi-monastic huddle of buildings in the shadow of the strikingly handsome abbey, the shadowy cloisters, the rich and golden Ham Hill stone and the bright and airy courtyard, the lush lawns and well-tended playing fields, the dreamy medieval glamour of it all – he wandered around, like so many other nervous newcomers, in a strange but warm sort of daze. Lyon House itself was a large and modern red-brick building (founded in 1910) overlooking an attractively designed private garden, and, as only the second of Sherborne’s seven houses to be designed expressly for resident students, it appeared rather more welcoming than some of the older, colder constructions. John could not stop walking and exploring, looking up and around like a deeply impressed young tourist.
         
 
         There was more time for such casual sightseeing than the start of a new term normally afforded. Thanks to the impact of the General Strike, the school was currently in a state of chaos, with some of its 400 pupils still stranded somewhere or other en route, a number of others arriving at certain stages during the first day via various modes of transport and many more already in situ but still waiting to be reunited with their luggage. John, once his parents had said their goodbyes and set off on the long drive back to Bury, was able to unpack and observe the ongoing commotion from a standpoint of relative placidity. Fellow new faces were noted, brief introductions were made and a sense of momentum developed. It would not be long, he realised, before this new life at Sherborne began to unfold.
         
 
         Once it did, however, some doubts were not slow to creep in. Snobbish-sounding conversations were overheard both inside the dormitories and out in the courtyard (‘What does your father do? How many servants have you got? How big is your car?’); slaps and smacks were witnessed in the classrooms; and orders seemed to be barked from the early morning right through until the night. It all seemed unnervingly familiar to John. He was still not sure about Sherborne.
         
 
         It did not help that Sherborne was suffering currently from what would these days be termed an ‘image problem’. A novel called The Loom of Youth had been written by a former pupil of the school – Alec Waugh, the older brother of Evelyn – back in 1916, a short time after he had been expelled for having been caught indulging in ‘homosexual practices’ (in other words, kissing another boy), and published the following year. Featuring a supposedly imaginary academic establishment, ‘Fernurst’, clearly recognisable as his own alma mater, the book – which chronicled the slow but inexorable moral corruption of a character called Gordon Carruthers as he scaled the school’s social ladder – had sold many copies and created quite a national scandal. Impassioned letters about its ‘perniciousness’ flooded in for months to the London press (correspondence filling three or four pages an issue ran for ten solid weeks in The Spectator alone). Waugh was publicly humiliated and ostracised by many of his friends, and the outraged governors of Sherborne promptly banned the book from the premises; it would be a caning offence, at the very least, to be found with it in one’s possession. In John’s time, however, ‘everyone seemed to have a copy’ and, as he furtively read the forbidden text himself, he found much in the fiction that rang true.
         
 
         Bitterly critical of the romanticisation of Britain’s ‘backward’, ‘wasteful’ and ‘wretched’ public school system, some passages read almost like a sobering admonitory letter to the next generation of freshmen:
         
 
         
            Most boys have at their preparatory schools been so carefully looked after that they have never learnt to think for themselves. They take everything as a matter of course. They believe implicitly what their masters tell them about what is right and wrong. Life is divided up into so many rules. But when the boy reaches his Public School he finds himself in a world where actions are regulated not by conscience, but by caprice. Boys do what they know is wrong; then invent a theory to prove it is right; and finally persuade themselves that black is white. It is pure chance what the Public School system will make of a boy. During the years of his apprenticeship, so to speak, he merely sits quiet, listening and learning; then comes the middle period, the period in which he is gradually changing into manhood. In it all his former experiences are jumbled hopelessly together, his life is in itself a paradox. He does things without thinking. There is no consistency in his actions. Then finally the threads are unravelled, and out of the disorder of conflicting ideas and emotions the tapestry is woven on the wonderful loom of youth.
            
 
            The average person comes through all right. He is selfish, easy-going, pleasure-loving, absolutely without a conscience, for the simple reason that he never thinks. But he is a jolly good companion; and the Freemasonry of a Public School is amazing. No man who has been through a good school can be an outsider. He may hang round the Empire bar, he may cheat at business; but you can be certain of one thing, he will never let you down. Very few Public School men ever do a mean thing to their friends. And for a system that produces such a spirit there is something to be said after all.
            
 
            But for the boy with a personality school is very dangerous. Being powerful, he can do nothing by halves; his actions influence not only himself, but many others. On his surroundings during the time of transition from boyhood to manhood depend to a great extent the influence that man will work in the world. He will do whatever he does on a large scale, and people are bound to look at him. He may stand at the head of the procession of progress; he may dash himself to pieces fighting for a worthless cause; and by the splendour of his contest draw many to him. More likely he will be like Byron, a wonderful, irresponsible creature, who at one time plumbed the depths, and at another swept the heavens – a creature irresistibly attractive, because he is irresistibly human.1
            

         
 
         John, on reading this, felt nothing but trepidation as he considered his own potential future. Other sections in the book – reflecting on not only the hypocrisy concerning homosexuality but also the neurotic fixation on athleticism, the pharisaic nature of the obligatory religious instruction, the shoddy standard of teaching in general and the shameless acceptance of cribbing, as well as the countless cases of cruelty and the hierarchy of meddlesome cliques – were depressingly believable. Although the contemporary reality did not strike John as ‘quite as awful’2 as the world Waugh had described, the difference seemed merely a matter of degree, and John was already starting to experience similar things during the course of his own daily routine.
         
 
         The fagging system, for example, was one problem covered by Waugh that clearly continued to fester, with endless instances of bigger boys picking on smaller boys as if the school was intent on preserving and promoting some kind of perverse private chain of being. The strangely shrill and desperate macho spirit was another enduring source of disenchantment. Worse still, as far as John was concerned, was the poor attitude, as well as the sheer incompetence, of the majority of the teaching staff, although he could see, beyond the failings of certain individuals, that it was the system as a whole (which seemed, in his eyes, to require ‘the teachers to be sillier than their pupils’3) that was most responsible for spawning such an unhappily uninspiring generation of so-called mentors. ‘Many of them had spent their boyhood at Sherborne before taking modest degrees at Oxford or Cambridge whence they embarked on a cultural tour of the continent as a fashionable preliminary to a return to Sherborne, where they settled down to spend the rest of their lives teaching from text books. No wonder they behaved like overgrown kids.’4
         
 
         John’s own housemaster – a gruff, arrogant and rather aggressive middle-aged man called Alexander Hamelin (‘A.H.’) Trelawny-Ross – certainly wasted little time before establishing himself firmly as a demoralisingly negative presence in the new boy’s everyday life. Notorious for his misogynistic and racist inclinations – apart from the many derogatory remarks about the dangers of those ‘dames’ who dared to step down from their ‘pedestals’ and become ‘He-women’, he was often to be heard urging colleagues to read Lothrop Stoddard’s wildly right-wing disquisition, The Rising Tide of Colour Against White World-Supremacy5 – the Plymouth-born and Sherborne-and Oxford-educated Trelawny-Ross was a stern foe of all forms of ‘slackness’ who viewed the growth of democracy as the main cause of the supposed decline in manners and morals. One of the first things he told John and the other boys in Lyon House was that it ‘is no good having a wish-bone where your back-bone ought to be’, warning them that it was vital they learnt as soon as possible such essential skills as ‘self-nursing’, ‘saving life in fire or water’ and ‘self-defence by Boxing or Ju-jitsu’ (because ‘without such a man may be at a great disadvantage in a crisis’).6
         
 
         Describing him as ‘a rulebook teacher who confused discipline with bullying’, John would later complain that this tiresome martinet ‘held to the therapeutic value of long country runs and cold baths in all seasons and urged us to adopt his fanaticism for rugger, a game I loathed’.7 The ‘solution’ to any supposed problem, as far as Trelawny-Ross was concerned, was always a session of strenuous physical exercise. If one spoke at the wrong time, if one failed to speak at the right time, or produced a substandard piece of work, or made too many spelling mistakes, or was caught getting up to some mild bit of mischief, the belief seemed to be that running around until one was sick was the best way to make one mature and improve. John merely grew fitter but more miserable and resentful as each week passed slowly by.
         
 
         There were a few minor but still precious personal triumphs. One came early on in the first term when all of the new boys were obliged to recite something in front of an audience all too eager to respond with a barrage of jeers and an assortment of improvised missiles. John chose to reprise an old Jack Hulbert monologue he knew by heart, and so strong and sure was his delivery that he muted the mob and even elicited a clap or two from some of his peers. He also managed to earn himself some credit by making his way up the scale as a cricketer, usually either opening the batting or else coming on at the fall of the first wicket. This achievement – which would eventually see him win a place in the very competitive First XI – not only impressed the sports-obsessed masters but also, more importantly, enabled John to spend some time away from the school, facing the likes of Radley, Westminster, Tonbridge, Clifton, Blundell’s and Downside on some of the best-kept private playing fields in England.
         
 
         Most of the time, however, he just struggled to keep out of trouble. A bid to brighten his days by collecting autographs, for example, ended after a promising start when his housemaster intercepted an envelope bearing a Los Angeles postmark and found that it contained a signed scantily clad portrait of the bisexual Hollywood star Tallulah Bankhead. John was punished for requesting such an item by having to stand and watch as his tormentor tore up this and all the rest of his special collection – and then he was beaten to make absolutely sure that the message sank in.
         
 
         Within a matter of months, John had come to hate Sherborne more than he had ever hated Grenham House. ‘I resented Sherborne for its closed mind, its collective capacity for rejecting anything that did not conform to the image of manhood as portrayed in the ripping yarns of a scouting manual,’ he would say.8 It all seemed so bitterly ironic: living in such beautiful ancient buildings but leading such a cultureless modern existence. Gone, it seemed, was the avuncular old bursar who had chatted away so amiably while a jaunty recording of ‘Blue Skies’ promised a ‘sun shining so bright’ and ‘days hurrying by’ while things were ‘going so right’. Here instead was a hard-hearted housemaster barking out instructions while, more often than not, his own favourite recording – Harry Lauder’s laboured anthem ‘Keep Right On to the End of the Road’ – droned on dauntingly in the background about the ‘tired and weary’ with ‘big stout hearts’ marching up ‘long steep hills’. John could not help feeling cheated.
         
 
         Backward-looking and brutally intolerant (another disaffected alumnus would capture the combination with the images of ‘woodworm’ and ‘a whipping block’9), Sherborne was, said John, a profoundly miserable place to be. Every morning he would wake up and dress in his cold and over-ventilated dormitory, forcing his freezing fingers to fasten his hard collar studs, and then set off to endure the same old regimented and rod-ruled routine that appeared to have far more to do with testing his physical limits than it ever did with extending his intellectual abilities. Nobody seemed truly to think, or imagine, or experiment; nobody seemed to doubt (unless the doubt was to do with his aptitude for being one more high-class cog in the social machine).
         
 
         Individualism per se appeared to be regarded as little more than mere impudence (or, as the in-house term put it, ‘being ticklish’10); one was meant to ‘stand out’ only in the sense of being an exemplar of some universal quality, an embodiment of the classical notion of good citizenship, so as to better serve the Sherborne ideal of esprit de corps. As all of the boys were told each year during one of the headmaster’s standard sermons: ‘In form-room and hall and dormitory, on the field and on parade, in your relations with us masters and in the scale of seniority among yourselves, you have become familiar with the ideas of authority and obedience, of cooperation and loyalty, of putting the house and the school above your personal desires …’11 Trelawny-Ross echoed the sentiment in his own predictably Kiplingesque address to John and his fellow residents of Lyon House: ‘It is [here] that boys meet with triumph and disaster, learn to take the rough with the smooth, to face ridicule or accept praise as men should do; [here], in short, that they learn the art of living together and build up a spirit of service.’12 Treating each pupil as though he was pre-programmed to assume a conventional position of power and influence somewhere in the adult world, the focus seemed to be on simply making sure that he would arrive in the job sporting the right kind of straight-backed, smooth-browed and stiff-lipped stoical attitude to keep the great tradition ticking on.
         
 
         John would later see a funny side to all of this, when he watched another famous Old Shirburnian (as the school’s alumni were termed), the actor Roland Young, a pupil there from 1902 to 1906, sending up the stereotype in countless Hollywood comedies of the era. Usually playing a sober little mouse of a man with an upper lip so stiff that, like the almost equally stiff lower one, it would barely move when he spoke, Young appeared as various figures who, in true Sherborne style, had been smacked, prodded and shouted at until they had been tamed for release into some or other branch of the Establishment. Probably his most memorable incarnation would be as the meek and quietly desperate little bank manager, Cosmo Topper, in the delightful 1937 Cary Grant and Constance Bennett screwball comedy Topper: here he captured perfectly the personality of the type of methodically dutiful Englishman who secretly longed to run instead of walk every once in a while (‘like a silly chicken’), be a minute or so early or late instead of always predictably right on time, go for a wild drive in a fast and ‘flashy’ sports car, dance and drink champagne and pink ladies, maybe even sing the odd popular song, and perhaps one day see his very proper wife wear a pair of fancy French knickers, but who, without some kind of magical intervention, was destined to remain stuck in his terribly respectable little rut. Every time John saw Young mutter and mumble on the screen he would smile, roll his eyes a little and think, ‘Sherborne!’ He would also, of course, go on to make similar fun of the type himself once he, too, became an actor.
         
 
         In the here and now of the late 1920s, however, the prevailing mood, as far as John was concerned, was one of enervating boredom. The outdoor chores were bad enough: the daily grind of mid-morning physical training (or ‘toughing up’ as it was more often termed), followed every Friday afternoon by the even more monotonous Officers’ Training Corps (OTC) parade, accompanied by the shrieking voice of their regular Army instructor, Sergeant-Major Longmore, seemed designed to drain every last drop of enthusiasm from each grudgingly obedient boy. The indoor drudgery, however, was even worse, with a depressingly narrow and uninspiring curriculum weighted heavily towards the classics.
         
 
         One exact contemporary of John’s at Sherborne was the future mathematician, logician, wartime Enigma code-breaker and computer science pioneer Alan Turing, a scruffy and gauche but very bright little boy who found himself similarly frustrated by the over-policed parameters of his current education. Although there is no firm evidence that the two teenagers spent any significant amount of time socialising together, both certainly attended several of the same classes and felt unnecessarily constrained by the old-fashioned nature of the limited range of lessons (and both of them had to endure the exceptionally archaic academic prejudices of the curmudgeonly A. H. Trelawny-Ross, who dismissed scientific subjects as ‘low cunning’ and would often enter a classroom, sniff the air and snarl, ‘This room smells of mathematics! Go and fetch a disinfectant spray!’ before launching into yet another extended session of Latin translation).13
         
 
         The school’s long-serving headmaster, Nowell Smith, was actually a rather cultured individual with a relatively broad range of personal artistic tastes and intellectual interests (and a scholarly fondness for some of the Romantic poets), but, as a professional educator, he remained a fierce advocate of keeping classics at the core of the curriculum, raging against the ‘blind materialism’ of the modern age and arguing that ‘Hellenic studies in general, and the study of Greek in particular’ were more relevant than ever to the cultivation of the civically virtuous and responsible young adult. He added that ‘there is no subject nearly so valuable as Greek for combining the educational benefits of intellectual discipline and spiritual enrichment. A great deal of the “flood of modern subjects” flows over and round our youth with very little effect; but Greek, owing partly to the effort required to master it, partly to the vitality inherent in the language, has a power of penetrating and influencing the spiritual life of intelligent boys to a higher degree than any other subject.’14
         
 
         The situation soon went from bad to worse when Nowell Smith (known affectionately as well as by convention as ‘The Chief’) retired and a man called Charles Boughey became the new headmaster. Boughey was even surer than his predecessor had been about Sherborne’s special strengths, and so during the rest of John’s time there the school would become more dogmatic than ever about its set of pedagogic principles. It was hardly surprising, therefore, that the only thing to which John looked forward each year was the moment when he could go home to Bury St Edmunds.
         
 
         Even Bury St Edmunds, however, now seemed a little strange to him. His home, for example, was now on the opposite side of the road from its old location in St Mary’s Square, as his parents had just moved the very short distance from their old property at number 8 to a tall and handsome red-brick Georgian town house at number 6.15 Another reason why, upon his return, he felt somewhat disoriented was the imminent departure of his sister, Michelle, who was preparing to marry her soldier fiancé, Archie – who by this time had risen to the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel – and travel with him back to his home town of Castlerock in Northern Ireland. Ironically, therefore, the reassuringly static image of the family environment about which he had been dreaming in the dormitory was no longer there in reality. Life, unsentimentally, had moved on during the young man’s absence.
         
 
         One thing that did seem the same was the fact that there was rarely any sign of his father. Elton Halliley – now in his late forties, silver at the temples and looking very much the traditional éminence grise – was busier than ever on the local political circuit, not only attending to current matters but also planning for his Party’s mid-to long-term future. Walter Guinness was coming to the end of his distinguished House of Commons career (after which he would, as the newly elevated Baron Moyne, play an influential role in the House of Lords), and John’s father was already grooming a suitable successor: an ambitious young man named Frank Heilgers, who would duly become the town’s next Conservative MP in 1931 (and, thanks in part to the organisational bedrock that had been established by Elton Halliley, the steady procession of Bury’s Tory MPs would stretch on interrupted all the way through to the start of the next millennium).
         
 
         In addition to his myriad local activities, however, Elton was also starting to make quite a name for himself behind the scenes (in true Halliley style) on the national political stage through his contribution to the National Society of Conservative and Unionist Agents, becoming not only a representative on its governing council but also its secretary, as well as the editor of its official journal. It was during this period that he was immersed in an admirable campaign that would end up as his chief political legacy: after first proposing a resolution in 1922 calling for the introduction of a proper qualifying examination for all prospective political agents, he would continue to fight for the change until, at long last, it was voted into a formal rule in 1932.16 As a bid to help modernise and democratise the Tory Party’s creaky machinery, his efforts had already caught the eye of many of the grandees at Central Office, and won him some very influential admirers among the progressive wing of the Party. He was thus excelling as a major political agent, even though that meant, as an unintended effect, that he was still under-performing as a parent.
         
 
         At least Amy Halliley was able to spend some time in the summer with her son (who was now edging up to six foot tall and suddenly looking disarmingly ‘grown-up’), although she, too, had her distractions, with a seemingly endless list of tasks to attend to around the new home as well as another local musical event to plan with her great friend Kathleen Long. Sensing that John regretted the lack of any real opportunity to discuss his recent experiences man-to-man with his father (and somewhat bemused herself by the fact that many of Trelawny-Ross’s routine reports on John’s progress, or lack of it, had been dispatched to her composed in doggerel ‘as a sort of relief from letter-writing’17), Amy made a concerted effort to be a good and patient confidante, listening carefully to all of his mumbled concerns about Sherborne and doing her best to convince him that things would soon be better. Although her words did not really work, John appreciated hearing them and was genuinely grateful for her sympathy and support. He quickly came to the conclusion, however, that it was best not to think too much about the future; he just wanted to make the most of his current vacation.
         
 
         Delighted to be back in the region of England to which he would always refer as his ‘womb’,18 he proceeded to take great pleasure in reacquainting himself with his favourite old places in and around the town. Most of these excursions tended to be frustratingly solitary, as so many of his childhood friends had now moved on and away, but he still enjoyed the sense of nostalgia as he either roamed the streets or sat in the centre and watched the tourists pass by. Although Trelawny-Ross had declared that it was quite acceptable to be ‘interested’ in girls ‘of your own class’ during the holidays (so long as one did not go on to ‘cheapen it all by chatter’19), the chances of any brief romantic encounters would prove to be few and far between. Delighted though he was to be free for a while from the boys-only environment of Sherborne, it did not help that such spells tended to be so short in their duration. What made things worse, from his perspective, was the fact that most of the girls of his age who were still around in the town struck him as ‘rather hearty and jolly hockey stick types’, and therefore not really his cup of tea.20 The earlier furtive tryst with the fragrant Matron at Grenham House had left him with a strong preference for older and more experienced women, and so, with his parents still in close proximity, there was little hope of him doing more than admiring the odd fetching figure from afar.
         
 
         Summer trips away from Bury remained a keenly anticipated annual treat, although the combination of the Great Depression and Elton Halliley’s local political commitments meant that John and his parents would rarely stray beyond the boundaries of Britain. Aside from a few brief visits to various members of the Le Mesurier clan in the Channel Islands, the family continued to favour the convenience and familiarity of the Norfolk coast, a fortnight in a large rented home in Sheringham being Halliley Sr’s equivalent of Mr Pooter’s ‘Good old Broadstairs!’21 John never really hankered after more exotic kinds of vacation; he was happy enough wandering around the English countryside, gazing lazily out at the sea and sharing some precious days alone with his parents.
         
 
         The other highlights of this and subsequent summers consisted of whatever visits he could engineer to the theatre, whether the productions were local (apart from his own town’s elegant venues, he was also very fond of Norwich’s Theatre Royal) or in London. It did not much matter to him if what was on offer was a play, a musical or a Variety show; he just adored the experience of being there in the auditorium when the lights went down to watch another evening’s entertainment unfold. Among his West End experiences during such periods were a trio of Ben Travers farces – Thark, Plunder and A Cup of Kindness – at the Aldwych; the first production of Show Boat at the Theatre Royal Drury Lane; Gladys Cooper in The Secret Flame at the Playhouse; and the Jack Buchanan musical That’s a Good Girl at the Hippodrome. He also managed to take in rougher and readier affairs such as a vaudeville bill at the Coliseum headed by the vivacious Miss Fannie Ward (‘Sixty-one years old, yet looks and acts like sixteen’) and a knockabout revue at the Alhambra Leicester Square, and he even witnessed a woman apparently being sawn in half by Horace Goldin, ‘The Royal Illusionist’, at the Metropolitan, Edgware Road.
         
 
         He also seized on every chance that he had to visit Bury’s ‘flea pit to beat all flea pits’ – the Central Cinema, just around the corner from his father’s office, in Hatter Street, where the auditorium was still lit by gaslight and the projectionist would commence each event by emerging from behind the screen and walking slowly up the stairs towards his booth, turning down all of the lights as he progressed, thus leaving behind an audience in total darkness waiting excitedly for ‘our dose of glorious escapism’.22 Favourite features of the time included such late silent movies as Alfred Hitchcock’s dark 1927 thriller The Lodger (starring matinée idol Ivor Novello as the suspicious stranger), Fritz Lang’s hauntingly futuristic fantasy (released later the same year) Metropolis, Raoul Walsh’s rather ‘racy’ adaptation of Somerset Maugham’s short story Sadie Thompson (John was drawn especially to the alluring performance of Gloria Swanson in the title role) and E. A. Dupont’s glamorous 1929 melodrama Piccadilly, as well as such early ‘talkies’ as Hitchcock’s 1929 suspense Blackmail and, the same year, the dashing Ronald Colman star-vehicle Bulldog Drummond. John found himself increasingly fascinated by the stellar performers in these various spectacles: he studied their styles and personalities, their distinctive skills and sources of appeal, and he would fantasise a little more each summer about one day emulating their achievements.
         
 
         Once the holidays were over, however, such bright dreams were brusquely dimmed as John made his way reluctantly back to Sherborne. There would never be any sense of progression as the next academic year began. There was just the same old gnawing realisation that he had enjoyed his time away, but was now facing yet another long and hard slog back at school.
         
 
         He did form a few friendships there, but none of them were particularly close; the initial loneliness never really went away, and he much preferred being the discreetly affable outsider to immersing himself in any of the close-knit little cliques. There were several extracurricular House societies, and one or two of them focused on literary and dramatic concerns: ‘The Snuffer Club’, for example, was an exclusive twelve-member group that met regularly in the housemaster’s study to read the plays of Richard Brinsley Sheridan ‘in an old-fashioned atmosphere with snuffers and old candlesticks and an empty punch bowl on the table’.23 As usual, however, there was a rigid pecking-order to ascend before one qualified as eligible for such dubious privileges, and John simply lacked the will to persevere.
         
 
         He did get the odd chance to act whenever a play or operetta – usually something by Shakespeare or Gilbert & Sullivan – was staged, but even these occasional treats tended to be tarnished by the countless neurotic interventions of Trelawny-Ross, who was worried that the need for some boys to play roles intended for females (‘cissy parts’, as he called them) would encourage some of them to ‘make themselves attractive and develop the airs and graces of sophisticated members of the opposite sex’. Even if such play-acting had ‘a bad influence on one in ten’, he declared, ‘it stands condemned’.24 The prospect of regular weekend film shows did lift John’s spirits briefly, only for them to sag straight back down again when the headmaster ruled that viewing such entertainments too frequently might lead to ‘intellectual apathy and laziness’.25
         
 
         Most of the time, therefore, John had to devise his own ways of amusing himself. He managed, for example, to smuggle in to his study a portable gramophone, which he padded with an old sock to muffle the volume as he listened to a few scratchy recordings ranging from Louis Armstrong to Thomas Beecham. He also restarted his autograph collection, guarding against any unwelcome intervention this time around by arranging for his mother to receive any replies and send them on to him sandwiched between copies of The Tatler and Horse & Hound. Informal games of tennis (which he played, rather well, with one hand slotted casually inside his trouser pocket) and golf (at which he was still very much an enthusiastic novice) became a welcome source of further fun, even though the frivolous nature of his approach was frowned upon by those masters who stopped by every now and then to watch. He kept on hoping that his genuine enjoyment of, and expertise in, cricket would be enough to serve as compelling evidence of his commitment to the all-embracing sporting obsessions of the school. Apart from relishing the matches, he was keen to continue exploiting every opportunity to sink a pint or two in the buffet at Waterloo on his way back from playing away.
         
 
         Such minor and irregular pleasures became all the more precious as the dreaded Trelawny-Ross became increasingly irascible and eccentric. The housemaster had never been known for his compassion: he seemed to find it hugely amusing, for example, when one of John’s fellow pupils, the somewhat incontinent R. W. ‘Pongo’ Patterson, ran with such force straight into a plate glass dormitory door one dark and chilly night that he sliced off his nose and had to be rushed to hospital (‘It was a good nose, too, with a Roman air’26). Now he appeared to be getting more cruel and callous as each new term went by, while monitoring the weekly letters home to ensure that no great complaints escaped beyond the boundaries of the school: ‘When a small boy gets a pen in his hand and starts to think of home he is capable of the wildest and palpably untrue statements …’27
         
 
         Some speculated that the recent antics of another of John’s contemporaries, Claude de Crespigny, had nudged him a little nearer to the edge of sanity. The daring de Crespigny had attempted to strike a blow for those who were normally punished for oversleeping by climbing up the Abbey Tower one night and pushing the clock back by twenty precious minutes. Trelawny-Ross, once alerted to this deception, promptly ordered all of the boys to parade out in the quadrangle in their shorts while he bent down and searched for someone with incriminatingly scarred knees. When he failed to find any – as de Crespigny had already slipped away to freedom – he raged about the incident for days.
         
 
         Whether or not this had genuinely been the catalyst for the marked advance in crankiness, it was certainly evident that the housemaster was now keener than ever to crack the whip. He had always been eager to introduce his own ‘fortifying’ schemes (‘The Scoutmasters’ Training Course’, for example, was his personal homage to the teachings of Baden-Powell), but it was when he came up with something called ‘Ginger Week’ that John and more than a few others felt that their strained patience was finally about to snap.
         
 
         ‘Ginger Week’ was Trelawny-Ross’s idea of a ‘bracer-up’28 – seven consecutive days of even stricter discipline, and grimmer austerity, than usual in order to tighten the sinews, shrink the stomachs, sharpen the mind and generally toughen the spirit (‘It is better for us all to learn to bite granite than to suck jujubes’29). Inspired by ‘Kitchener’s Test’ – the notorious trial of endurance that forced British soldiers serving in India to march for miles and miles through the heat and dust without any man dropping down and out from exhaustion – Trelawny-Ross would devise different physical and mental challenges each year for his boys. Just before the ordeal began, he would scribble down – so excitedly that, in spite of the fact that one of his other jobs was to teach English grammar and composition, he sometimes struggled to make much sense – a set of more prosaic instructions to be displayed as the following house rules:
         
 
         
            Doubling to all meals as far as Dining Hall door. No dirty collars, shoes, hands; no loitering in passages, illegal dress, elbows on table, messiness. Whole Dormitory call me if even a second late in putting out lights. No changing for O.T.C. in any room except Changing Room. Dormitory and Study Inspections daily. Scrupulous tidiness essential as regards beds, slippers, all belongings. Bedclothes to be neatly turned back. Towels tidily hung. Any untidiness punishable, or overcrowding of floor-space or tables. No billiards or ping pong. Everyone will be required to state on his honour that, unless exempted, he has done his daily quarter of an hour of ‘toughing up’. Cold water only for washing at night. Hot baths only 5 minutes. [The Kipling poem] ‘IF’ to be known by end of week. No lime juice or stout! Five minutes only allowed for changing after leaving showers. Regular ‘second hall’ for those who stay up.30
            

         
 
         John, predictably, loathed ‘Ginger Week’ with a deep and abiding passion, considering it to be the most egregious example so far of his housemaster’s overzealous pursuit of his outdated and misguided ideals, but at least it never arrived without the proper prior warning. Some of Trelawny-Ross’s other ‘life lessons’, however, proved even more unnerving because they seemed designed to take one entirely by surprise.
         
 
         During John’s final year, for example, his and others’ failure to heed the rules and keep the study window near the front door firmly shut each evening so enraged Trelawny-Ross that he devised a typically idiosyncratic form of retribution. Enlisting the assistance of a younger colleague, he waited until the following night and then proceeded to stage a burglary, climbing through the window of his own building and, as he later admitted with evident pride, ‘turning the place into a shambles’. Tables were upturned, chair legs were snapped, cups and saucers were smashed and papers and books were scattered all over the floor. He then tiptoed up to the Senior Dormitory, where John and three other boys were fast asleep, and shook them awake with anxious whispers about the supposed break-in below. Ordering them to get up and into their dressing-gowns and arm themselves with hockey sticks or pokers, he made them follow him quietly back downstairs, where – although they were greatly relieved to find that the so-called intruders had flown – they were stunned by the terrible mess that had been made of their study. Trelawny-Ross shook his head, told them to put everything back in order ‘lest the servants should panic in the morning’, and gave them ‘a restrained lecture on the risks of leaving windows open’ before sending them back up to bed. Far from coming to regret the incident, he would always boast about it as a fine demonstration of how he always achieved the desired results: ‘I am unrepentant.’31
         
 
         John responded to such antics in the only way that he knew: by being his usual passive-aggressive self. He allowed his superiors to feel a sense of achievement simply from making him do no more than go through the motions, and he sat back and watched the clock, kept an eye on the calendar, and counted down the days. He was done with the school long before the school was done with him.
         
 
         When, after four utterly miserable years, the time finally came – in 1930 – for John to leave, he could not get away fast enough. There was not the slightest feeling of sadness, just a deep sense of regret at having taken so little that was positive from such a privileged education.
         
 
         Not all of the twenty other boys in his year had been so unhappy there. Indeed, some would later claim not only to have enjoyed it greatly, but also to have benefited from the unorthodox methods employed by Trelawny-Ross32 – and, it must be acknowledged, most of them went on to enjoy precisely the kind of solid and respectable careers that had always been predicted (including seven businessmen, three teachers, two priests and a solicitor as well as, in the case of Alan Turing, a very eminent Cambridge don). Sherborne had clearly been the wrong sort of place, however, for someone like John Halliley. Years later, when comparing notes with his fellow former public schoolboy, Robert Morley (an Old Wellingtonian), he agreed with his friend that the only way he would ever consent to making a return visit to his old school would be with ‘a sub-machine gun and a fully armed platoon’.33
         
 
         Back in 1930, as he travelled home to Bury by train, he merely breathed the deepest of sighs of relief. It was over. There would be no more cross-country runs, no more ice-cold baths, no more beatings and no more mind-numbing studies. What memories he had would be left to fade away from his mind. There was no point in looking back. He just wanted to look forward to what he hoped would be a far more enjoyable future.
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