
 

 

                                               Gaudeamus Igitur 
 
Having just reached my 76th year to heaven, to paraphrase Dylan Thomas, I have been 
taking stock, pondering the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune and how they have 
impinged, or not, upon my brief stay on this earth. And without a great deal of thought it 
soon becomes clear to me that the cleverest thing I ever did in my whole life was to be 
born in 1939. Such foresight! Such a perceptive reading of all the runes!  Such a careful 
placing of my little tootsies to avoid the two major catastrophes of the 20th century!  Too 
late for World War 1, in which one of my grandfathers was killed, and too young for the 
Second, of which I just have a few vague memories, even though I had started school 
before the end of that war. 
 
And so my good luck continued. I was one of the first beneficiaries of the 1944 Butler 
Education Act, passing the 11+ and winning a scholarship to a school for the kind of 
education that today is bankrupting so many parents. The highlight of those years has to 
be the CCF, the Combined Cadet Force. (Do they still exist?). Every Friday at school was 
given over to military activity and we had to come to school in military uniform. This was 
ostensibly a “voluntary” activity, although if you didn’t volunteer it was suggested that you 
might like to consider a move to that nice new secondary modern school, just opened on 
the other side of town. (This was tempting for some, because the sec.mod. had real live 
girls and we didn’t). For the first year in the CCF everyone had to join the army section. 
Every Friday afternoon a sergeant-major from the Royal Hampshire Regiment would come 
and shout at us, pointing out forcefully that we were nothing but a lot of pansy boys who all 
needed a haircut. But he also let us fire the Lee Enfield rifle, and if we were very lucky, his 
pride and joy, the Bren gun. 
 
After a year in the army you could move to the RAF section, which was what most of us 
wanted. It meant regular Friday visits to RAF Odiham and encounters with real Biggles 
and the Gloster Javelin night fighters which they were flying there in the 1950s. In 1956 I 
had my first flight, lying on the floor of an ancient RAF Anson - it had no seats, - wallowing 
round the Hampshire sky. The chosen ones might get a flight with Biggles in the two 
seater Chipmunk with a chance to work the controls. I was never that lucky. 
 
I was in the very last cohort to register for National Service, although wisely I opted to do 
my stint after I had graduated from university four years later, by which time National 
Service had been abandoned, so I never got my dose of character-building potato- peeling 
at Catterick. (My cousin, two years older than me, did most of his national service in 
Ceylon, which left him with a life-long passion for that country. Luck of the draw.) Most of 
the talk in the sixth form at this time was what you could do to fail the National Service 
medical. One suggestion was to take a large overdose of aspirin two hours before the 
medical. I am not sure if this would work or if anyone actually tried it. What really put the 
wind up us at this time was Anthony Eden’s ill-advised invasion of Suez. We all thought 
that it would only be a matter of days before we were all called up to fight World War 3. 
Luckily, the Americans told him not to be so bloody silly and the war fizzled out. 
 
Compared with the situation today, going to university in 1959 seems astonishingly 
generous on the part of the British taxpayer. There were no tuition fees to pay and I 
received a generous maintenance grant which was once again a gift. I supplemented this 
by working at the Post Office at Christmas and at Winchester Steam laundry in the long 
summer vacation. The workers here were mainly terrifyingly feral women and girls the like 
of which I never before encountered. If I could survive the week without them taking off my 



 

 

trousers I counted myself lucky. I learnt more about life, and the lives of others, at the 
laundry than I ever did at university.   
 
As part of my university course I spent one year at the University of Freiburg in the Black 
Forest, once again with extra financial support from the taxpayer. Although I attended 
some lectures at Freiburg, quite a lot of time was spent getting to know Germany by 
visiting friends from the same year group who were at other universities throughout the 
country. (We were not allowed to go together as a group to one university.) The highlight 
of these visits was one to Berlin in the summer of 1960 and just one year before the Berlin 
Wall was built. In 1960 it was still possible to move freely about the city, crossing from 
west to east without any formality. The contrast in the two halves was startling, particularly 
when it came to shopping. The West German D-Mark was very strong, but the east 
German Mark virtually valueless. The exchange rate was something like 10 East German 
Marks for one West German Mark. I was able to buy Russian LP records in East Berlin for 
pennies, especially those of the great Russian pianist Sviatoslav Richter, who was still 
virtually unknown in the West at that time. 
 
Graduation meant finding a job (“and about time, too!” said my father, who had a low 
opinion of men in duffle coats). Again, compared with today, the job situation then was a 
doddle. Firms were queuing up to recruit us. One job offered me was in junior 
management with Colgate Palmolive, but somehow I didn’t fancy a life in toothpaste, so 
opted instead for teacher training. (I had got too used to long summer holidays!) After a 
two year stint in a school in dockland in Southampton, now married, my wife (a French 
graduate) and I applied for two posts in the language department at Colne Valley High 
School. At that time CVHS was one of the first pioneer schools in the move towards 
comprehensive education and was the jewel in the crown of Sir Alec Clegg, then chief 
education officer for the much lamented West Riding of Yorkshire. Controlling his fiefdom 
in the Colne Valley was Councillor Mrs Jessie Smith of Marsden, before whom all strong 
men trembled. 
 
The move up north was something of a culture shock, particularly where weather and 
landscape were concerned. On the plus side was the price of property. A new house in 
Meltham in 1964 cost £2000. Once again perfect timing, this time to get on the housing 
ladder, which I surfed to my advantage for the next four decades. I have not even paid 
£5000 in total mortgage repayments. 
 
So how and why has it now all gone so topsy-turvy? A graduate now leaves university with 
a debt of £30 000 which he will still be paying back in his 50s. Some graduates will never 
pay it back at all and it will remain a financial rope round the neck for the rest of their lives. 
That expensive, but perhaps not very useful degree, might find him a zero hours contract 
job in a call centre. To buy the cheapest house now requires a deposit of at least £40 000. 
A young woman working and living in London pays £600 a month rent, for which she gets 
a bed squashed into a cupboard under the stairs. Meanwhile the banks and the loan 
companies continue in their dubious ways. Will the peasants eventually revolt? 
 
In comparison I seem to have flown into and through life on a magic carpet of easy 
opportunity, or, as Del-boy so famously put it: “the world was my lobster.” 1939: it was a 
very good year. 
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