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About Andy Seed

Andy Seed worked for many years as a primary school teacher in the Yorkshire Dales before setting up as a freelance writer in 2000. He now splits his work time between writing and travelling around schools running workshops and enthusing children about books and reading, as well as giving talks about his days as a young teacher in the Dales. Andy is married with three children and lives in the wilds of North Yorkshire where he finds inspiration while battling against the overgrowth of his vast, rambling garden.


About the Books

These three Andy Seed memoirs are brought together in this exclusive ebook omnibus edition:

All TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL

Twenty-five years ago, newly qualified primary school teacher Andy Seed moved to a remote village in the Yorkshire Dales with his wife Barbara, anticipating breathtaking views and the simplicity of the countryside.

The scenery did not disappoint, but Andy soon discovered that life as a primary school teacher was anything but simple. It was a year in which he made disastrous bids to provide a family home, naively and hilariously tried out new-fangled ideas in a school stuck in a 1950s time warp, and ultimately discovered a little part of England he was proud to call home. ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL tells how Andy fell in love with teaching and with village life.

Warmly nostalgic, touching and very funny, ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL transports you to a time that may be gone but has never been forgotten.

 

ALL TEACHERS WISE AND WONDERFUL

A year on from the end of ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL, Barbara and Andy Seed are settled into their Yorkshire Dales village, but at school trouble arrives for Andy in the form of nine-year-old Sheena.

After two years in the job, Andy Seed returns to Cragthwaite brimming with confidence and looking forward to a year that is bound to bring its own rewards, as well as its share of mishaps and misadventures. But even he didn’t anticipate exploding piggy banks, bottle-rocket missiles, and actually deafening Dracula.

At home, Andy and Barbara are enjoying life with little Tom, and are expecting again. Meanwhile, a new friendship is formed with hill farmer Adam. Adam proves both an inspiration and a confidante for Andy, and through him he begins to see the light with troubled Sheena.

The second in Andy’s trilogy about life as a Yorkshire Dales teacher, this is as warm, witty and refreshing as the first, full of colourful anecdotes from village and school life.

 

ALL TEACHERS BRIGHT AND BEAUTIFUL

Andy Seed is beginning his fifth year teaching at Cragthwaite Primary in the Yorkshire Dales, and as always a new term is full of surprises.

These take the form of a beautiful, but not terribly bright, student on placement from the local teacher training college, and a particularly pushy and problematic parent with a fine line in complaining. It looks like Andy’s pupils are the least of his problems …

At home in Applesett, things aren’t all rosy either. Barbara is forced to take a job as a postie to help pay the mortgage, which means finding someone to look after Tom and Reuben. When two old friends move into the village it looks like the problem has been solved, but it soon transpires that rural life is not for everyone.

As always the book is peppered with the hilarious and heartwarming incidents that a life living and working with children inevitably contains.


THE BACK TO SCHOOL COLLECTION

ALL TEACHERS GREAT AND SMALL

ALL TEACHERS WISE AND WONDERFUL

ALL TEACHERS BRIGHT AND BEAUTIFUL


[image: Cover]


ALL TEACHERS
GREAT AND SMALL

A memoir of lessons and life in the Yorkshire Dales

 

Andy Seed

[image: Image]


Acknowledgements

Special thanks to Roger and Pam Hurn for their encouragement to keep believing in this book. My family have been a great help and support, particularly my wife, Barbara, as have many friends, both near and far. I am also indebted to my excellent agent, Kate Shaw, and to the first-class editorial team at Headline, all of whom have gently and skilfully enhanced my writing.

I am grateful to Charlie Butler for his title idea and to Martin Coates for his invaluable input. Finally, I need to thank my former colleagues in teaching and, most of all, the children of Class 3, wherever you are now.


To Barbara, of course.


Chapter One

Jack

Mrs Fawcett’s brown Mini bobbed between the skewed limestone walls along another bend in the little road, and disappeared from view.

‘She’s not hanging about,’ I said to Barbara, my wife, who wasn’t listening.

‘Oh Andy, just look at the views. It’s so beautiful.’

‘I can’t really – I’ll lose her. She might turn off.’ Despite my words I couldn’t help stealing glances at the flickering green panoramas that appeared in each gateway in the roadside wall. Like a travelling slideshow, every gap presented a tantalising vista of the glorious wide green valley, Swinnerdale, which was to be our new home.

It was late August in the mid-1980s, and we were on our way to the holiday cottage that was to provide temporary lodging, and were following the owner, Mrs Fawcett, up the dale to see it for the first time. As we sped past stone farms, steep fields of brilliant buttercups and dark rising fells, I bubbled with excitement: not only had I just been given my first job as a primary school teacher, but it was in the Yorkshire Dales – a place so overwhelmingly magnificent that the contrast between this setting and our previous home in a town-centre terrace seemed almost too much to take in. To Barbara and me, both twenty-two years old and recently married, it was a real adventure.

We caught a glimpse of a gaunt, square castle on the hillside to our right before a clump of trees secreted it swiftly. Then the Mini’s brake lights blinked and Mrs Fawcett shimmied up a narrow road rising in that direction. I could hear Barbara giggling with anticipation as our noisy Alfasud veered after it and climbed the valley side, opening up yet more sweeping views. The cowpat-spattered road steadily increased in gradient, causing me to change gear several times, before bringing the great stone fortress back into view. Next to the castle was a row of dark cottages that seemed absurdly small. Just as we expected to top the road’s crest and enter the little village, the Mini disappeared again, this time to the left. Mrs Fawcett swung it round like a rally driver and vanished as if she had gone down a hole. A fat millstone marked the spot where she had turned off; it bore a sign saying Castle Heywood. I slowed virtually to a stop and peered at a steep track that plunged back down the hillside between thick trees and high banks before curving away out of sight. There was no sign of the Mini or Mrs Fawcett, but it was the only way she could have gone.

‘Be careful,’ said Barbara. Braking, however, was never one of the Alfasud’s foremost capabilities, and I squeezed extra hard on the middle pedal as the car juddered over the track’s rocky surface and pointed down the one in four drop, causing us to slide forward in our seats, and think, ‘Where on earth are we going?’

Brenda Fawcett was married to Arthur Fawcett, who was a governor at Cragthwaite School where I was to start work in a week’s time. I remember meeting him after the interview in June, a short leathery-faced man with a genuine smile and a crushing handshake.

‘’Ow do, I’m Arthur Fawcett – I understand you’ve got t’job. Aye, well done lad, well done: we’re pleased to ’ave you.’ I took to him right away, and he sensed that I needed to relax after the tension of the interview. He told me a little about himself: he was a builder in Cragthwaite, down from the school; born and bred in the dale, and now living in the next village along the road at Castle Heywood with Brenda and teenage son, Jimmy.

‘You’ll be looking for a place to live, lad. Do you ’ave a family?’

‘No kids, but I got married last year.’

‘Aye, I thought you looked a bit on t’young side to be sproggin’ yet. Do you know it in’t easy to buy a ’ouse round ’ere so if you need some accommodation, I’ve a holiday cottage I’m puttin’ up, which you can ’ave for a good rent. Here’s my number.’ He tore the corner off a magazine on the staffroom table and licked on a pencil produced from the breast pocket of his weatherbeaten jacket before scribbling down a number.

‘Thanks, Mr Fawcett, that’s really kind.’ I was amazed.

‘No bother at all, lad – you’ll be wanting it for the end of August, I reckon, ready to get stuck in t’classroom in September. Aye, it’s a nice spot, aye.’

I recalled those words as the car edged down the tumbling lane, guarded by skeletal elms and stout ashes on mossy banks painted with pink dabs of herb robert. And suddenly we were there. The Mini was parked up ahead, and it was indeed a nice spot.

We stepped out of the car and into a new life. Sheltered on a tree-backed ledge on the hillside there was a stout, slate-topped stone house, which looked like it had once been a Victorian railway cottage, accompanied by a jumble of sheds. In the impossibly green field next to it, a little circle of rabbits scuttled in panic at our arrival and fled into the knot of hazels on the bank beside the house. Barbara let out a squeal of delight. To our left, a great picture of Swinnerdale opened up from our elevated position, with the huge bulk of Spout Fell dominating everything.

‘There you are, dears.’ Mrs Fawcett strode over and woke us up out of our awestruck reverie. She was pointing at a building site about fifty yards from the house, next to the lane. There were piles of stones, wheelbarrows, long pieces of timber and heaps of sand. In amongst the rubble, a small bungalow was emerging. ‘Did Arthur tell you that the cottage wasn’t quite finished?’

I looked at Barbara.

‘Er, no, I don’t think he did,’ I said.

‘How “not finished” is it?’ asked Barbara, gingerly stepping between the debris near the door.

‘Oh, don’t worry, dear – it’s fine inside. Arthur’s been busy as I don’t know what, but he’ll have it sorted for you soon.’

It was a relief to discover that the inside of the little bungalow was indeed more or less ready for us to move in. It was spartan – the walls and floors were bare but everything was new and the place smelled clean. Our furniture was following on the next day, although it would be a miracle if the van could negotiate the fearful slopes and narrow track. In the meantime we organised the things we had brought with us in the car, and spent several hours making plans for this temporary home before finding something to eat.

Barbara stood up and stretched. ‘I’d better call my mother and tell her we’re here – you know how she worries.’

‘Oh, I forgot to tell you that there’s no phone.’

‘No phone. Are you serious?’

‘Arthur did mention it to me, sorry. He said they don’t put them in holiday cottages and it’d be very expensive to have a new line installed. There’s a call box in the village, though.’

‘But that’s right up the hill. And what if my parents want to call us?’

‘I hadn’t really thought of that.’

We finished the washing-up in silence.

Barbara scribbled a couple of things on a list then looked up. ‘How far are we from the shops in Ingleburn?’

‘I’m not sure – hang on, I’ll get the road atlas from the car.’ The time since our arrival at Castle Heywood had evaporated quickly with the welter of carrying and sorting, and night had fallen without either of us really noticing. When I opened the front door I received a severe shock. It wasn’t just dark, it was black. It hadn’t occurred to me that there would be no lighting outside, and the vast nothingness beyond the entrance made me realise that I had never really experienced proper darkness before. It was like being locked in a cupboard. Well, I thought, the car was out there somewhere; I remembered parking it just a few yards from the house. I stepped out and in a split second my chest nearly burst with fright as I felt myself falling. Had we rented a bungalow on the edge of a cliff? Then I hit the gravel of the drive with a jolt, which caused me to remember that the outside of the house was not as finished as the inside, and this included Mr Fawcett not yet having managed to put in a set of steps up to the raised front door.

I slid my foot forward carefully in case there were any obstacles, and waggled my hands out in front. I couldn’t see my fingers. We really were in the middle of nowhere. Eventually I found the car and the road atlas. A faint grey light from behind the curtains of the bungalow helped me to grope my way back a little quicker. It had taken ten minutes to travel twelve yards. Well, I mused, the Fawcetts had warned us that we would find the pace of life slower in the Dales.

Back inside, the bare rooms hemmed in by the thick darkness suddenly looked less cheerful. I watched Barbara for a moment. She was unpacking the bundles of craft materials she used for making Christmas decorations – something we hoped would bring in valuable extra income until she found a job. I checked how far we were from the shops in Ingleburn. Eight miles. It looked like there was nothing in the tiny village up the hill, and Barbara couldn’t yet drive. Was there a bus service? Would there be anyone to make friends with in this lonely spot? I didn’t even want to think about the job situation. All the excitement of the early part of the day seemed to drain out of me. Had we made a rash choice?

My mind drifted back to the excitement of first finding the post advertised at college. There were so few teaching vacancies around, especially in North Yorkshire, that I’d simply had to apply, especially as the details made it clear that the school wanted a man. We’d only been married a year too, and were desperate to escape student poverty. To secure any teaching job was an achievement, surely? And there just wasn’t anywhere else to live locally, certainly not at the bargain rent that Mr Fawcett was offering. I convinced myself that we’d had no option than to move here.

Three days before the start of term I was back at Cragthwaite School for the first time since my interview. The head, Howard Raven, had suggested that we should meet in order to sort out my classroom for the beginning of the new school year. I felt both apprehensive and energised by the responsibility and size of the task ahead: this was, after all, my first proper job and came on top of the weight of having to move to a new area and find a home.

Cragthwaite was one of the dale’s larger villages, possessing a fine wide church, two pubs, a grocery store and, of course, a school. Cragthwaite CE Primary had been built fifteen years earlier to replace both a cramped Victorian building and three other tiny schools in surrounding villages, one of which had just five pupils when it closed. There had been considerable resentment that children from other communities had to be bussed into Cragthwaite, I later learned, although parents soon came to appreciate the advantages of a modern airy building with both a hall and kitchen; facilities that had been unknown in Swinnerdale up to that point.

The school was tucked away at the back of the village so that an adjacent meadow could be used for a sports field. The top of the field rose up the valley’s side and commanded a splendid view over the stone rooftops of the village towards the fells. The school had four classes that catered for children of ages four to eleven; mine was to be Class 3, for eight- to nine-year-olds.

Howard Raven emerged from his office when I arrived. He was in his mid-fifties, I guessed, slight and with a stern grey moustache.

‘Settled in to the bungalow? I hear that the removal van had trouble bringing your furniture.’ His mouth suggested a smile, which didn’t appear in his eyes.

‘Er, yes – how did you know about that?’

‘You’ll soon appreciate how small the dale is, Andrew. Now, we’ve a lot to organise for your new class, so we’d better not waste time.’ He held up a neat bundle of papers between thumb and forefinger then flicked through them efficiently. ‘Class list, register, contact details, policies, dates for the year, record book and rules.’ I was a little taken aback – I thought school rules only existed in Bash Street.

‘Is there a planning book? And I need to know which topics I’m timetabled to do this term.’ He looked rather bemused.

‘Topics?’

‘Yes, do you have a set list of themes for the year, like “The Romans” or “Transport”, or do we choose our own?’

He surveyed me for a moment. ‘I realise that you’re straight out of college, Andrew, and that you’ll have new ideas, but you need to understand very quickly that we run a traditional school here. We teach the basics very well and other things come second, or not at all.’

He began to march down the corridor that led away from the entrance hall. I followed, feeling more like a pupil than a member of staff. I thought about the exciting child-centred, progressive approaches we’d learnt about on teacher training. Mr Raven seemed to sum up everything that primary education had been moving away from for decades. He produced an enormous bundle of keys from his suit pocket and unlocked a plain wooden door. He opened it a little and, keeping one foot outside, leant in so that his body blocked my view.

‘This is the stockroom.’ He handed me a small green notebook then locked the door. ‘Write down what you need each week – pencils, paper and so on – and give it to Eileen the secretary, on Wednesdays.’ He then walked over to the school office and pointed to a small photocopier. ‘Please give any copying to Eileen, preferably a day in advance. Staff are not to use the copier or telephone without permission.’ The anticipation I’d felt whilst driving into the car park just a few minutes earlier had rapidly dissipated. ‘Now, there are a lot more things I need to tell you but I expect you’ll be wanting to get into your classroom, so the rest can wait a while. Valerie the deputy head will be along shortly; I’m sure she’ll drop in to say hello.’ His manner was very terse and I wondered if my face had betrayed too much disappointment when he’d outlined the school’s approach to learning. It was a relief to escape the tour and explore my room.

The classroom was outside the main building – a ‘mobile’ of an early vintage, and showing its age. It was a square grey box, propped up on concrete blocks and sagging in the middle. Inside, it was light and more spacious than I’d expected, however – tatty but reasonably clean, and smelling of floor polish. A little excitement returned as I scanned the bare shelves and thought about the possibilities of what I could do with this, my very own room. I spied a pile of exercise books and picked one up. It was full of English exercises, neatly scribed with a fountain pen. The other books were much the same. Next to them was a small painted bookshelf containing archaic reading books. They were hardback editions, crusty and greyed. Inside, the text was in the jolly lilt of a bygone era; a line drawing of a Brylcreemed boy in shorts confirmed my fears.

‘Yes, nineteen-bloody-fifties.’

I jumped, before spinning round to see a stocky female figure by the door. It was Val Croker, the deputy, and teacher of the oldest children. ‘Sorry about that, Andy, didn’t mean to give you the willies – you do like to be called Andy, don’t you?’ She flicked a cigarette butt out of the doorway and came into the room. ‘This wreck should have been replaced years ago,’ she said, peering at the leaning floor and pillars holding up the yellowed ceiling. I regarded her for a moment. She was broad and fierce-looking with tightly curled red hair and cool green eyes. ‘Has the Beak given you the tour then?’

‘You mean Howard?’

She chuckled. ‘No one calls him Howard. We call him Mr Raven and the kids call him “the Beak” … or worse. Anyway, don’t worry about him – you’ve got to get ready for your class. Is there anything you need?’

‘Lots. I can’t seem to find any backing paper for the display boards, and there’s no sign of art materials.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got some stuff hidden away in my room you can have, and I’ll lend you a few of my own easier reading books.’ She shook her head at the painted bookshelf.

‘Did you see inside the infamous main stock cupboard then?’

‘Not really – what’s he got in there?’

‘What hasn’t he got in there, more like …? Mind you, I’ve not been inside it for ten years or so.’

‘Ten years?’ I nearly screamed. ‘How long have you been at this school, Val?’

‘Eighteen. Started out at the old place down the village – now that was a dive. Raven’s been here twenty-six years and I daren’t tell you about Hilda.’

It occurred to me that I wasn’t even born when Raven had started.

‘Are all the other staff in today preparing as well?’ I asked.

‘They’ll be in soon but I don’t think they’ll get a right lot done – they’ve got all their yacking about summer to do first. Anyway, I’ll catch you later.’

After two hours of going through every cupboard and shelf in the classroom I was ready to stretch my legs a little, so I decided to have a nose around the rest of the school. I wandered into the hall first and was immediately struck by its newly polished floor glinting in the August sun. It was quite a large space for a school with only four full-time teachers, and served as a canteen at lunchtimes; dining tables and chairs were wedged into a storage area at one end next to a few baskets of tired-looking PE equipment.

On my way to say hello to the two infant teachers I passed a door I hadn’t noticed before. It was half-open, allowing a broad Swinnerdale accent to echo into the corridor.

‘You useless damn stupid mop.’ A bang and metallic rattle followed. I tentatively pushed the door inwards. A plump backside of checked green nylon greeted me. Its owner was wrestling with a bucket by the look of things. I said hello in a quiet voice so as not to give her a fright. It didn’t work.

‘Eurrrrghh!’ She shot upwards and around with surprising speed, grasping a broom handle ready for defence. ‘You gave me a right flamin’ shock there!’ She put a hand over her imposing bosom.

‘I’m sorry, I just wanted to introduce myself.’

‘Funny way of doin’ it. Any road, you must be the new junior teacher. You’re very young.’ I was to hear that a lot over the following months.

‘Yes, my name’s Andy. You must be the, er, caretaker?’

‘Caretaker, cleaner, dogsbody … the only thing I refuse to do is get footballs down off the roof, not with my ankles, but I reckon you’re perfect f’job. I’m Pat Rudds, by the way.’

Pat told me that she wasn’t fussy about the state of the classrooms as long as the sinks were empty and the chairs were up on desks at the end of the day. ‘If you want yer floor swept it’s up to you.’ She poked her head round the doorway. ‘I think Eileen’s just arrived if you want to go and frighten her too.’

I recalled that Eileen Marsett was the school secretary. Looking down the corridor I could see a woman, hands full, attempting to push open the office door with her back. I hurried down to help.

‘Oh thank you, Andy. What a gentleman.’ Eileen was old-school: a slim, demure person with dowdy clothes and delicate hands. She smiled and placed a small posy of garden flowers into a vase on her desk. ‘There, I’m ready to work now. How are you settling in? Is your wife well?’

‘Yes, we’re both finding Arthur Fawcett’s cottage quite an adventure.’

‘Oh, he’s a dear man though, Arthur. He’ll sort you out if you have any problems. Now, do you need anything, home-wise? If you want to know about shops and things just ask me. Ingleburn’s a funny old town, especially if you’re new to it. And have they shown you where everything is at school? Oh sorry, I’m wittering at you. Listen, it’s lunchtime – you go and sit down in the staffroom with the others and I’ll come and put the kettle on.’

Feeling peckish, I didn’t argue but headed back to my room to find the sandwiches I hoped I’d remembered to bring. I passed Val’s classroom on the way back, the home of the top juniors, and stuck my head through the door. It was empty, as were the two large rooms full of miniature furniture that were the domain of Hilda and Emma, the infant teachers. Everyone was in the staffroom.

‘Ah, the new boy has ventured to join us!’ It was the diminutive Hilda Percival, the Class 2 teacher who, as I was soon to learn, loved nothing more than to give a running commentary on life. ‘Come and sit down – any chair will do.’ I took the nearest one. ‘Except that one, Eileen always sits there.’ I leant forward to get up. ‘Ha ha, only kidding!’ Hilda slapped her knee and chuckled. ‘Byy, you’re going to be an easy target, lad.’

Val shook her head. ‘You can’t stop her, Andy – you’ll just have to put up with it.’

‘We all suffer the same.’ It was the Class 1 teacher, Emma Torrington, between bites of a slice of melon.

‘Fear not, I’ll be retiring soon,’ countered Hilda. The contrast between the two infant teachers was striking. Tweed-skirted Hilda was petite, wrinkled and effervescent while Emma was tall, gentle and young, with long straggly hair and clothes that were astonishingly hippyish for a place like Cragthwaite.

‘You can’t retire,’ said a dark-haired woman I hadn’t met before, standing at the sink. ‘You keep us sane.’ She came over to me and offered a hand with a warm smile. ‘I’m Sue Bramley, teaching assistant. I help Emma in Class One.’

‘And do about five thousand other useful things,’ said Val before I had a chance to reply.

Hilda looked at me. ‘So, we don’t know anything about you, young man, except that you’re from York. Where did you go to college?’

‘Actually, I’ve only lived in York a few years; I’m originally from the other side of the Pennines, in Cheshire.’

‘Blinkin’ Nora, a foreigner,’ mumbled Val.

Hilda feigned shock. ‘Well, it’s regrettable but forgivable – just.’

‘Did you train at St John’s? I was there six years ago,’ said Emma.

I nodded while crunching into an apple but Hilda didn’t give me a chance to speak. ‘York’s a lovely spot but I bet they put you in a town school when you were training. You’ll find it very different out here …’

Val brushed some crumbs off her front. ‘The only thing he needs to know about this school is the playground duty rota and that we each have to give Eileen fifty pence coffee money a term.’ I surreptitiously checked my pockets.

‘Oh aye, if we forget she imposes biscuit withdrawal – that’s serious,’ said Hilda.

Emma laughed. ‘It is for me – I never have time for breakfast.’

Sue Bramley was reassuring everyone that she’d put up a reminder notice when the door opened and Howard Raven walked in. He took an empty cup to the sink, pouting at the pile of melon seeds that Emma had left on the draining board.

‘I’ve just been informed there may be a new girl starting in Class Two. Eileen hasn’t received the details yet but hopefully she’ll pass them on to you, Hilda.’

‘Oh joy, more empty heads to fill,’ she sighed.

Sue looked at the clock and Val shuffled a pile of papers then stood up. ‘Right, lots to do, better press on.’

‘Me too,’ said Emma. I followed as everyone headed for the door.

I spent the next two days travelling between Castle Heywood, helping Barbara to make the bungalow habitable, and Cragthwaite, where I did the same with my classroom, assisted by Val. The cottage started to feel like a home, once we had put up a few Athena posters and found a place for all of our spider plants.

From the start, Barbara wanted to know all about the school. ‘So, what’s the head like, then?’

‘He reminds me of one of those butlers from an old black-and-white film. In fact, I think the whole place is stuck in a time warp.’

‘You don’t sound too thrilled.’

‘Well, the building is modern so I just didn’t expect it somehow.’

‘What about the other teachers?’

‘Well, I’ve only really got to know the deputy, Val. She’s friendly but you definitely wouldn’t want to mess with her. Hilda looks about eighty and she gabbles continuously. She’s a bit of a joker, too. Then there’s Emma who’s maybe in her late twenties and takes the little ones. She’s a real mystery – just doesn’t seem to fit the place at all – she’s all bangles and hair. And Eileen the secretary and Sue the NTA are nice …’

Barbara stopped what she was doing and looked at me. ‘You sound a bit apprehensive about it all – that’s not like you.’

I tried not to grimace but I couldn’t disguise my disappointment. ‘I think it’s going to be a lot harder than I expected, that’s all.’ Barbara gave me a hug and I changed the subject. ‘But anyway, what about you? Have you sussed the village yet?’

‘Not really, I’ve been too busy trying to get my tools and things together for making the Christmas decorations. I’ll need to get started if I can’t find a job otherwise I’ll be twiddling my thumbs all day.’

‘Did you ask Mrs Fawcett next door about finding work, then?’

‘She said we need to get the weekly local paper, the Bilthorpe and something Gazette – it’s all advertised in there.’

‘I’d better drive to Ingleburn, then.’

‘No need, they’re dropped off in the village. There’s no shop but we need to speak to Mrs Partridge up there – apparently she knows everything. She can sort us out with milk too. You see it’s all under control.’

I looked at her deep brown eyes. ‘But aren’t you going to get bored when I’m out all day? We should have got you driving lessons in York.’

‘Oh stop fretting, I’ll be fine. We couldn’t afford lessons and you need the car for work anyway. Mrs Fawcett says there’s a bus into town once a day and the decorations’ll keep me busy.’ She smiled and poked me playfully on the nose. ‘Let’s have a hot chocolate.’

The final day of the holiday passed quickly and a sense of anticipation bubbled in me as the start of term became imminent, tempered with a good measure of anxiety about being let loose as a teacher. I was looking forward to meeting my very first class, and I had another glance through the class list to try to conjure up characters to match the names: Wilf Bainbridge, Heather Thistlethwaite, Fergus Mudd, Sylvia Hammond. I couldn’t wait.

Twenty-four fresh, ruddy faces weighed me up. I was nervous and they knew it. They laughed at the way I pronounced Carol Dinsdale during the register, but not mockingly.

‘Tha wants more of a “Dinsdull”, Mr Seed,’ piped a cheery face from the back. They were very patient as I explained all the things they already knew, like when PE was and where to hang coats. I was desperate to learn who was who, and a few seemed to sense this, beginning questions and answers with their names:

‘Malcolm here, Mr Seed; ’ave I to give out the hymnbooks for assembly?’

‘Eve. My dad says that you’ve just come out of college – is that right?’

‘Mr Seed – I’m Jack by’t way – willus be ’aving ’omework?’

Within a couple of days I knew their names and after a week I knew who they were: who was boss, who were friends, who lived on a farm, who was an offcomer, who liked maths and who didn’t, who did the talking and who did the working. It was great fun going home each evening to fill Barbara in with all the details of the rich personalities under my charge.

‘You look exhausted, poor thing,’ she said to me on the first Friday evening.

‘Never mind that,’ I said, snuggling up to her on the settee, ‘I want to know how you’re getting on – what’s happening in the village?’

‘Well, considering there’s only a castle, a church and about ten houses, not a lot.’

‘No scandal then?’

‘Ha! Well, only the arrival of a couple of strange incomers down here.’

‘Have you met Mrs Pheasant yet?’

‘Mrs Partridge, you noodle. Oh yes, you can’t miss her – she spends all her time gardening at the front of her house. I think it’s so she can spy on what’s going on. Actually, she’s really friendly.’

‘I thought there was nothing going on.’

‘Well, you know, she likes to keep an eye on everyone’s doings. She already knew that we’d come from York and that this was your first job.’

‘How’d she manage that?’

‘That’s what I asked. It’s because everyone seems to know each other in the whole dale. In fact, from what Mrs P says, they’re all related. You probably won’t believe it but all the families except three in Castle Heywood are Partridges.’

‘Val told me it was like that – jungle drums.’ I stifled a yawn. ‘The same farming families have lived here for generations, apparently. Anyway, did you manage to sort out the milk and papers?’

‘The milk we collect from two old sisters called the Miss Kirks – it’s from their nephew’s farm in the village. The papers are left in Spence’s stick ’ut – that’s Mrs P’s brother-in-law at the end of the road.’

‘What’s a stick ’ut?’

‘Fancy not knowing that … I’ll take you up there tomorrow. But anyway, I’ve been through the Gazette and the only jobs are in Bilthorpe, which is hours by bus. Oh, and someone down the dale wants a pig man.’

‘Don’t we all …’ We giggled for a moment and Barbara flashed her lovely smile. ‘But what are you going to do with yourself all day?’

‘Oh something’ll turn up job-wise and I’ve already started cutting some new decorations. Perhaps we can go to Hauxton on Sunday and see if there are any craft markets there.’

Barbara was very upbeat but I knew she was missing her friends from York. What would happen when the newness of everything wore off?

‘Actually, I’ve already made a new friend,’ she said, as if reading my mind. ‘Ada Gill. She lives up in the village – Mrs Partridge introduced us. She’s really sweet, I can’t wait for you to meet her.’

‘Er, Ada doesn’t sound like a spring chicken.’

Barbara smiled. ‘No, she’s what my mother would call a spinster. But she does keep chickens and she’s going to supply us with fresh eggs. And just wait until you taste her baking … it’s very old-fashioned but heavenly, reminds me of your granny’s.’

‘But will you be happy spending your time talking to elderly ladies?’ Part of me wondered whether she was trying to make herself believe it.

‘She’s fascinating, honestly. Her house is like going back to the Victorian era with stone-flagged floors. She still has a mangle! And, she has three cats and you know I can’t resist cats.’

I wasn’t completely convinced but by this point my eyelids were descending of their own accord.

As the early weeks passed, one problem that I had to overcome was the language. Yorkshire people have some fine expressions of their own, and as time went on I gradually became used to the vagaries of the local dialect and the turn of phrase used by the people of the Dales and their children in my care, although a few expressions still befuddled me. One instance of this was their use of the word off. I asked Val about it one morning before school.

She was typically blunt. ‘Everyone says, “I must be off”, don’t they? It just means going. What’s up with you?’

‘Yes, they do but the way they use it here doesn’t make sense to me: people say “I’m off out”, which is OK, but yesterday I heard “I’m off shopping”.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘Doesn’t that mean they’ve had enough of shopping?’

‘Don’t be daft. They would say “I’m right off shopping” if they mean that.’

‘What about “he’s off courtin”’?’

‘Oh shut up and mark some books.’

Despite Val’s lack of help, my understanding of this linguistic matter reached a new level of insight one peculiar September morning early in my first term.

Eight-year-old Jack Raw was a solid citizen. Until I met him, I had no idea that human beings could be wider than they were tall. His arms and legs were like giant babies’ limbs, and his chest was a formidable expanse topped by a neck which could have supported at least three heads. Jack’s face was soft and amiable, however, testifying to his tender personality. He was always equipped with hearty greetings, and was almost old-fashioned in his morning enquiries when entering the classroom:

‘Grand day, Mr Seed. Are y’ keeping well then?’

‘How’s Mrs Seed, then – all proper?’

‘I don’t know about that tie, Mr Seed; old ’un, is it?’

I enjoyed these little exchanges with the portly Jack and so did everyone else in the class. But although Jack was indeed a character, and undoubtedly robust of body, the same could not be said for his thought. Jack was as slow and steady as the Whitby tide. When questioned in class, he seemed to have the ability to draw his eyes back into their sockets, leaving deep gloomy recesses. It was almost as if his brain were saying, ‘Aye up, tricky one here – come on inside, eyes – I need all the help I can get with this …’

Jack and schoolwork just didn’t get along. Pencils snapped in his brawny fingers, pages curled up in front of him and all his books fell apart. It seemed like numbers and letters were his foes, to be fended off and regarded with deepest suspicion at all times. But as much as he loathed academic work, Jack loved anything practical: the hands which could never grasp a pen properly were nimble masters of a hacksaw; hammers, drills and rasps were like old friends, controlled with energetic purpose and accuracy. He leapt at any opportunity to help a classmate fix a model or to demonstrate how to extract a bent nail. Jack similarly excelled in the school garden, so enjoying outdoor tasks that he would frequently get carried away. It was a dangerous move to turn your back if you had asked Jack to make a hole for a bedding plant; when you looked round he would be down in a chasm fit for a coffin, manically flinging dirt all over the paths and grassed areas with a simple grin.

Jack was legendary for his strength, and Jack’s mother was legendary for her absence notes. Jack was frequently away ‘badly’ and would always appear after a day or two clutching the corner of a cereal packet or a grey, rolled-up fragment from an old envelope, bearing a blotchy message. These ‘letters’ were small masterpieces of vivid fiction, detailing whole series of incredible circumstances that conspired to keep Jack away from school. I often wondered how she never made it as a scriptwriter. One of her best detailed a particularly bizarre natural phenomenon:

Deer Mr Seed,

I am sorry that are Jack was not at school yesterday. He put on such a groth spurt in the night that nun of his clowthes fiited im next morning so I had to take him to shops.

— Mrs R.

It was after one of these brief sojourns that Jack turned up to school looking very strange. He waddled into the classroom, smiling as ever, but with both ears wedged full of pink toilet paper. He was keen to tell me something.

‘HEY, MR SEED.’ (Louder than usual.) ‘I’M OFF DEAF.’

‘You’re what, Jack?’

‘I’M OFF DEAF.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘DOCTOR SEZ AF TAF OPERATION.’

‘An operation – what for?’

‘HIS GUNTA PUT GROMICKS IN ME EARS, SO I’M OFF DEAF.’

At this point, our baffling bellowed conversation suddenly made sense – it was the good old Yorkshire use of the word off again: he meant ‘I’m going to be deaf’. The strange thing was, he seemed very pleased about it all. I couldn’t wait to read the absence note for this one (it reminded me of the time when another child had pus leaking out of a lobe, and was overheard telling his friend that he had dire ear). Jack was very keen to explain the intricacies of the operation as he saw them and so the conversation continued for some time, with Jack proudly pointing out his comical ear plugs to every child who entered the room for registration. He eventually finished our exchange with a typically fine dialogue:

‘AYE, I’M OFF DEAF I AM.’

‘So, you won’t be able to hear anything?’

‘NO, THAT’S RIGHT.’

I looked once more at the tissues. ‘Can you hear me now?’

‘NO.’


Chapter Two

Carol

Mid-September brought four days of rich amber sunshine that drew Barbara and me out of our cottage in the early evenings and up the hill to the village. We made the walk every day to collect milk and the local newspaper, but the glorious scenery and invigorating Dales air made the journey much more of a pleasure than a chore and our doubts about living in such an isolated spot were temporarily evaporated by the landscape’s splendour.

The steep road was edged with banks of blackthorn bearing their enticing blue-black sloes and jostling with wild roses and elders, whose clusters of fruit weighed down every branch. Tall wisps of rosebay willowherb nodded in the breeze and further up the field, walls were hidden by rows of blackened sweet cicely, its upright seed pods like miniature overripe bananas. The air carried the gentle fragrance of aniseed. I unexpectedly found myself with a strong urge to know the names of all of the flowers I passed on this delightful amble.

Barbara stopped and stared ahead. Heywood Castle had suddenly loomed into view: a magnificent stone fortress with sheer sides of rusted stone peppered with yellow lichen and scaled by clusters of brave wallflowers. With massive towers and dark windows, impossibly dramatic, it must have terrified visitors in the distant past who approached the village along this tranquil lane. We reached the castle, with the tiny village sheltering in the shadow of its towering bulk, and stopped to rest. Its back was shattered open by centuries of relentless storms and further ransacked by locals who made welcome use of the good building stone while the structure was uninhabited.

A little church was curiously positioned behind the castle, its modest square form completely dwarfed by the soaring walls only twenty yards away. It was nonetheless dignified, standing upright with its miniature box-like tower, bare and uncomplicated. The view over the dale from here was worth our breathless trek alone, and we stopped again to survey the sun’s tracing of Spout Fell’s immense form. To our left, the village stood on its lofted hillside shelf, a broad empty strip of grass with a few quiet cottages, each weighed down against the constant wind by great thick slabs of stone on the roof. As always in a Pennine village, Land Rovers, tractors and pickups were strewn about. The only movement apart from the swaying ashes on the green came from swallows skimming the grass for insects and yakking on the overhead wires in groups of six or seven.

‘Now then youngsters, what are you up ter?’ Mrs Partridge raised herself from her knees as we passed her pristine little front garden, a bunch of purple daisies in one hand. ‘Fetchin’ yer paper ’n’ milk I expect.’

‘And enjoying this beautiful day,’ said Barbara.

‘Aye, September doesn’t come any grander’un this – mek most of it!’ She was a tall woman of indeterminate age with a windswept visage. ‘Have you a job yet, then?’ she looked at Barbara.

‘No, I’m just going to check the Gazette again.’

‘Well, yer wasting time there if you ask me. There’s no work in the dale unless you’re a farmer or a builder and they don’t make cheese round ’ere any more, more’s the pity. What did you do before, lass?’

‘Well university until summer last year—’

‘University, eh?’ Mrs Partridge interrupted. ‘I only know one person who’s been to college and that’s Felicity ovver yonder but she’s a bit, well, superior, if you get my drift.’ Her shoulders rustled as she said it. ‘Anyroad, sorry pet, carry on.’

‘Er, and then while Andy did his teacher training last year I worked part time as a barmaid and did waitressing at a hotel while I was looking for a full-time job.’

‘Oh, interesting …’ she said, raising her eyebrows, ‘Well, the trouble is that everyone round here does about five part-time jobs so there aren’t any going. My William – that’s my eldest son – he’s the postman in’t’ morning, cooks at the pub in Crackby in the evening and helps out at me brother’s farm rest o’ the time, y’see.’

Barbara made a determined effort to resist the doom-mongering. ‘Well, I do crafts as well so I’ll just have to keep busy with those.’

‘She makes beautiful wooden Christmas decorations,’ I added, noting the level of intrigue in Mrs P’s eyes.

‘What, for shops you mean?’

‘No, we sell them ourselves at craft fairs – do they have craft fairs round here?’ said Barbara.

‘Well, they do in Kettleby – lots of tourists there in summer – but you’ll be wanting something in November or December I would’ve thought. Bilthorpe maybe? How did you get into that, anyhow?’

‘We went to Austria last year and saw some in a shop. I thought I’d have a go at making some similar ones. We sold lots in York.’

‘Oh, right, well, it’s different …’ Mrs P looked extremely doubtful.

I grabbed Barbara’s hand and pulled her away saying that we had to get going while thinking to myself that the whole village would be aware within minutes that I was keeping my wife at home doing joinery.

We headed for the farm at the end of the village, to ‘Spence’s stick ’ut’ as Mrs Fawcett had memorably named it. The ’ut was a small doorless stone outbuilding attached to a barn, and inside was a pile of newspapers. I picked one up and we headed for the Miss Kirks’ dairy. On the way, Barbara waved to Ada Gill, who was bringing her washing in. She wore a headscarf and waddled towards us on lumpy legs.

‘Now, Barbara, I’ve got that Be-Ro book for you, and a curd tart,’ she called. ‘You can’t go wrong wi’ a Be-Ro book.’

‘You go and chat, I’ll get the milk,’ I said.

I knocked on the Miss Kirks’ ancient door. It opened slowly, revealing their bulky nephew Edward assaulting the remains of magnificent Yorkshire high tea: a round table arrayed with sandwiches, pies, cakes, buns and tarts all on china dishes. One of the frail ladies led me round the side to a crate of green-topped farm milk in her cool dairy. I took a couple of pints and sighed at the wonderful simplicity of life here.

School, meanwhile, was far from simple. There was so much to learn and so many ways to do things wrong. At least I wasn’t alone: the first few weeks had enabled me to get to know the other teachers quickly, and it was a relief to discover that they were more than willing to accept a new apprentice to the trade.

The Class 1 teacher, Emma Torrington, continued to intrigue me. She was only six years older than me, but seemed impossibly experienced and energetic, fuelled by a tremendous love for children. She was as sweet as she was disorganised, which was reflected by her chaotic appearance: wild hair of an indeterminate hue and abundant cottony clothes in vibrant colours, weighed down by pounds of jewellery.

I’d plucked up the courage to ask Val why Emma was here when she clearly didn’t fit the school’s traditional outlook.

‘Good question and you probably won’t believe the answer,’ she said.

‘Go on.’

‘Well, for a start she gets away with things because the Beak’s scared of little ones.’

‘You’re kidding! He doesn’t look like he’s frightened of anything.’

‘Oh, yes he is – it’s because they’re still untamed and have to be allowed to play. He can’t cope with kids who aren’t tied to desks in silence.’

‘But surely he could have found someone more, er, conservative than Emma when she got the job.’

‘Oh yes, there was someone in the running but Emma pulled out an ace at the interview.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘She wore a “really lovely dress”. His words.’

She had to be having me on. ‘Val, that just can’t be true.’

‘I told you you wouldn’t believe me.’

It was perhaps no surprise that Hilda Percival, the Class 2 teacher, despaired of Emma’s frenzied approach to teaching; they were such polar opposites. Hilda herself was a legend in Cragthwaite. She seemed to know everyone in Swinnerdale and had probably taught half of them during her forty years in the classroom. Small, crumpled and sharp as glass, Hilda had a wit that carried the force of a potent disposition, and sorry was any child who crossed her. Her lectures about good behaviour were, I soon learned, as rich a feature of the school as any fitting or fixture: her preferred subject was the boys’ toilet and, more specifically, the quality of the ‘aiming’ that led to its foul odour. She despaired about this to the six- and seven-year-old boys she taught, then despaired some more in the staffroom at break-times, in between despairing about Emma in the classroom next door. Somehow though, however much she complained and rebuked, there always seemed to be an eddy of laughter around Hilda Percival.

It was Hilda who gave me a shock one morning by announcing that Howard Raven was looking for me.

‘Don’t worry – it’s just something about your new subject leader role.’

‘My what?’

‘It was all in the advert when you applied for the job, wasn’t it? We all have to be an expert in some aspect of education these days, you know.’

I cast my mind back and recalled the wording of the newspaper advertisement for the post: The successful candidate will be responsible for the development of Design and Technology throughout the school. It hadn’t occurred to me that now that I had the job, I was actually expected to do something about this; nervously, I turned towards the headteacher’s office.

Howard Raven passed me a thick green document. There was no hello.

‘I haven’t time to go into it now but you’d better read this,’ he said, and disappeared, clutching a heavy armful of similar official-looking booklets. It was titled The New Curriculum: Design and Technology in the Primary School, and was crammed with bold-typed lists of expectations, aims, objectives, targets and the like: looking at it made me feel almost queasy.

The government of the day had decided to shake up the education system: they wanted to streamline everything, hoping to ensure that each teacher in the country knew exactly what he or she was supposed to be teaching and how. With this in mind, every subject taught in the primary school was awarded one of these curriculum documents, and every school was told that a teacher must be selected to co-ordinate each subject. Up to this moment I had felt quite pleased with myself that I had been given such a responsibility, particularly as a new teacher. I hadn’t realised that I was, in fact, landed with ‘D&T’ because no one else wanted it. It soon became clear that ours was such a small school that every teacher was required to lead several subjects anyway.

Now that I read what was expected of me, the awful realisation dawned that this was indeed a bum job: Design and Technology was new to most primary schools, and teachers who were up to their eyeballs with countless new demands in English and Maths didn’t want to know. When my colleagues found out what they were expected to teach in this Cinderella subject they were surely going to go spare, and I would bear the brunt of their disgruntlement.

The document was written in a strange semi-technical language that had no home in the average primary school: it was full of references to systems, product design, mechanisms, structures and other nonsensical jargon. It seemed like the average seven-year-old would have to go from sticking yoghurt pots on top of egg boxes to aerospace engineering within a term. I decided that it was probably just difficult to read because it was new and I was new to it – everything would all be perfectly clear the second time I read it. It was worse the second time. The third time I looked at the words but my mind had given up and was thinking about what was for lunch. This was bad news.

A couple of weeks later, having talked to a few teachers from other schools and seen a couple of explanations of the new curriculum in proper English, I began to piece together a vague idea of what primary teachers were supposed to be doing with their children in Design and Technology lessons. It was still very frightening, but at least it was now somehow tangible. The gist of the matter was that children had to design and make lots of really good things then test them and improve them so they would be really, really good. But it was no use children making models of Tudor houses or puppets from lolly sticks – the ‘outcomes’ that the children were to make had to meet proper needs, like in the real world, according to the new document. Every teacher who read the curriculum agreed on one thing: whoever wrote it was clearly unhinged. Children didn’t make (or indeed do) anything at school to meet a need – they did it because the teacher told them to. But teachers, it seemed, weren’t to be asked about these matters, and so I spent most of a dreary late September weekend wondering how I was going to address my new responsibility.

By late Sunday night I hadn’t done too well. In fact, I’d done nothing. I knew what Jack Raw felt like when he said, ‘I’m stook.’ Well, actually, one decisive thought had been adopted: the only way that I was going to get D&T going in Cragthwaite School was by setting a good example myself. I needed to do a really spectacular project that would inspire the other teachers and children – something to get the whole thing off to a great start. The trouble was that I couldn’t think of any needs that could be met by wizard new technologies created by eight- and nine-year-olds.

Barbara came in with a cup of tea. She looked at me and then at the document on my desk. I heard a sigh.

‘This is for young kids to do? I can see why you’ve been so miserable all weekend. Who wrote this twaddle?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care. All that matters is that I’m supposed to know how to do all this.’

She put her arms over my shoulders. ‘I thought that someone from another school had explained it to you.’

‘They have, but I don’t know how to start teaching it with my class. We’re supposed to identify a real-life problem to solve and then fix it – in my case with gummed paper and string, since that’s all there is. Have you got any brainwaves?’

‘Maybe you should break something in the classroom so that the children can make a new one. At least there’ll be a genuine need.’ Barbara looked very pleased with her suggestion, which was more than I did.

In the end I didn’t have to wait long for the answer.

Tuesday’s staff meeting began with the Beak announcing that a lady from the Royal National Institute for the Blind would be visiting the following week, and that she would be showing a video to the whole school about the work of the organisation. I wasn’t listening very hard, but I scribbled the date and time in my diary like everyone else, then went back to worrying about the D&T document. The rest of the meeting passed me by until the end; the last item on the agenda was a killer.

‘I’d like all subject co-ordinators to present a summary of their new curriculum documents at next week’s meeting, along with a list of suggestions for implementing them.’ For some reason he looked at me sternly when he said this part. Had I said something to upset him?

Mrs Spoonwick from the RNIB was not a very thrilling speaker, and I spent the first part of her talk machine-gunning brutal stares towards my class who were fidgeting in extremis.

‘Now I have told you a little about the work of the Institute, children, I am going to show you all a film about what it is like to be a blind person, and about some of the things which help blind people to have a better life.’ There was a small cheer as the hall curtains were drawn and most of the lights turned off. The video fizzed into life, and the children’s attention was recaptured instantly.

The film was excellent. It centred on a teenage boy who had been born blind, and a sweet old lady who had gradually lost her sight. Both characters spoke openly about their everyday problems, and the children were fascinated to see and hear about what seemed like another world. The teenage boy demonstrated a number of useful gadgets which had been provided for him by the RNIB, including a folding white stick, rattling football, and a clever device for indicating when a cup was full of water. It took me a good few minutes to realise that what was being demonstrated was real technology, and a further few seconds to see that it had been purposely made to meet a specific need. I rushed out for a pad to make some notes – this was exciting.

When I returned, the real star of the video was being featured – the delightful old lady. She was ancient, tiny, blind, but fantastically independent and uncomplaining. She gave a guided tour of her home to show how it had been carefully adapted to meet her needs.

‘There’s only one thing I have real trouble with,’ she said. ‘Cupboard doors. I can’t tell if they’re open or closed and I sometimes walk right into them – not nice that isn’t.’ I made a note and mentally planned a whole series of D&T lessons in that moment. The children asked a multitude of questions when the video was over, even the fidgeters in my class, and I was delighted that they were as interested in the subject as I was. I loved that old lady.

When Thursday afternoon’s D&T session arrived I was ablaze with enthusiasm for our new project: Technology for the Blind. I couldn’t wait to get started, and I was convinced that the class would be just as eager. A group had been chosen to make designs for folding white sticks, and another to try to come up with new ideas for inventions suggested by the film. The rest of the class were going to tackle the cupboard door problem. Several children had suggested that it might be possible to make cupboard doors that closed automatically, and this seemed like an excellent problem to solve. I had raided Beasley’s supermarket in Ingleburn and managed to find enough large strong cardboard boxes to act as cupboards; the box lids made perfect doors with which to experiment.

After half an hour, the classroom was buzzing with furious activity: the sounds of cutting, sawing, hammering, gluing, stapling, taping and drilling were punctuated with bursts of animated conversation about joints, hinges and handles. I could already see some ingenious solutions to the cupboard problem beginning to take shape. Wilf and Cameron had rigged up an admirable system with a piece of string tied to a door via a cotton reel pulley; when the door was opened it raised a ball of plasticine, the weight of which closed the door when it was left open. I was going to take a closer look at another idea involving a Lego motor when a large margarine box was shoved into my side. It was Carol Dinsdale; she giggled apologetically.

Carol was a cheerful, quiet girl with long limp hair and a sallow complexion. She was the type of child who it was somehow hard to get to know – she rarely offered information about herself or her family and was easily overlooked in a classroom of characters. I made an inward resolution to pay her more attention in future, but it wasn’t the first time I had done this.

‘Mr Seed, me an’ Tracey ’ave ’ad an idea for the cupboard door. Can we ’ave some laggy bands – I mean elastic bands, please?’

‘Of course, Carol – there’s a pile on my desk.’ I remembered that Eileen the school secretary had left me some yesterday; she was a wonderful ally in my recently established campaign to find resources for the children. Howard Raven clearly had no intention of spending money on subjects like Design & Technology, despite all the demands of the curriculum. But right now I was too absorbed in the classroom’s atmosphere of creative excitement to dwell on the matter. I wondered whether to follow Carol to try and observe her making skills, but was accosted by two more pairs of boys asking for advice before I could move. In fact I didn’t escape from that corner of the room for at least twenty minutes; many of the class’s first ideas had by now been tested and exultant children were beginning to head towards me to demonstrate their creations, along with a few rather more downcast individuals seeking inspiration.

I was about to stop the class and allow a few children to show the others what they had already achieved when Carol bounded towards me again, with Tracey in tow.

‘Mr Seed – look at ours, it really works!’ I had never seen her so animated; I was delighted, and immediately asked for a full demonstration. The box had a number of roughly hewn holes, both in the top and ‘doors’. There was a tangled coil of wire in two of the holes at the top, attached to the thickest elastic band I had ever seen. I recognised it as one of the ones that the postman used to secure the huge bundles of mail that arrived at the school every morning. The other end of this piece of industrial rubber was fixed to one flap of the box, again with large amounts of wire. There was no slack in it. The girls had obviously practised the scenario: Tracey went round the back of the box and grabbed its sides with strong hands. Carol positioned herself at one side, with her left hand on top of the box and her legs well spaced apart. She looked up at me.

‘Are you ready?’

I wasn’t sure.

‘Er, ready.’

Carol tensed her body and began to heave the door of the cardboard cupboard open. I stood back. Several other children were watching and the classroom went strangely quiet. Carol’s knuckles turned a bloodless ivory as she fought against the enormous tension of the giant rubber band, the poor box twisting and warping with the strain. I wondered whether to intervene, but Carol gave a final pull so that the door was clearly open. She looked up again, and blinked as a bead of sweat rolled into her eye.

‘Now watch it close automatically, Mr Seed’.

It certainly closed all right: Carol snatched her hand away, as if she had suddenly found herself too close to a crocodile. WHAM! The lid ripped back, and the whole box leapt a couple of inches into the air. Carol beamed. Tracey beamed. I thought about the little old blind lady. To my amazement, Malcolm Willoughby and several other watching children murmured their approval at the efficiency of the design.

‘Er, that’s fantastic, girls,’ I said. ‘Can you try to find a way to slow it down just a little when it closes now?’ It was tempting to simply tell them to abandon the design but I needed to hold on to the spirit of the new curriculum: test and improve. Also, I didn’t have the heart to appear in any way critical of their idea when they, and the watching children, were so delighted with it. I barely had time to check out the progress of some of the other groups when the two girls were back.

‘We’ve improved it, Mr Seed,’ said Carol.

‘We’ve added weights to slow it down,’ said Tracey, placing the cardboard box in front of me once more in a very satisfied manner. The box looked much as it did before, with the great inner tube of a rubber band wired to the top, except that there were now two large metal one-kilogram weights dangling from the front. They were the black hexagonal type with metal rings, and they were attached to the door of the model cupboard with two more outsized elastic bands; they dangled at the front, and knocked together on their bungees with a clank of latent danger. I was too mesmerised to react.

‘Can we demonstrate it to the class, Mr Seed – please? Pleeease!’ I had never seen Carol Dinsdale like this before.

‘Of course you can, girls.’ I gulped and told everyone to sit down. Maybe this was a good opportunity to do some of the evaluation activities that the new technology document kept referring to.

By the time the class had reluctantly settled back into their seats, the two girls had set up their box on a table at the front where everyone could see. Carol gave an eloquent introduction, explaining the problem they were trying to solve, and how they had already tried it with just the rubber band. The class listened intently.

‘We ’ave added two weights to slow the door down and now we are going to demonstrate ’ow this works.’ Once again Tracey took up her wide supporting position, and Carol grasped the cardboard door firmly, ready to heave it open. The two black weights swayed and clanked. The watching children were very impressed. With a couple of strains, bracing her whole body, Carol levered the door open. I stood a little further back. When she let go I was amazed to see the door slam shut just as quickly and violently as before. It was immediately followed by the two huge black weights swinging round in a terrifying horizontal arc like a medieval bolas. They smashed brutally into the front of the box, which was still being admirably held by Tracey Pratt. Both girls were smiling – they obviously considered the demonstration a major success. This seemed like a great opportunity for some class discussion.

‘Well, thank you, girls – very impressive.’ The class murmured their agreement. ‘Now, can anyone suggest how this design might be improved?’ I expected a rush of hands. There were none.

‘Do you think that the door closes as well as it should?’ No response. My voice began to rise a little. ‘Remember – this is a kitchen cupboard door for a blind person. Could it be better in any way at all?’ One or two children shuffled, but still no one answered. The metal weights were still swinging; I was almost cross now. ‘Right. Listen. There is a little old blind lady in her home and she has asked the vicar round for tea; she decides to use her best china, which is kept in this cupboard. She’s a tough old bird and she somehow manages to get the door open. She reaches up for her antique teapot, and then lets go of the door, safe in the knowledge that it will close automatically. As she lets go, two enormous pieces of iron come flying towards her. Is this going to work?’ There was a moment of silence. Most of the faces still stared blankly forward. I was becoming really impatient.

‘What’s the answer then?’

Malcolm Willoughby’s hand began to ascend. Joy – at last!

‘Yes Malcolm?’

‘She could wear a crash helmet.’

I was relieved to reach the staffroom after the final bell. Hilda pushed a steaming cup of coffee across the table towards me as I relayed the tale.

‘Well, rather you than me doing this technology business, that’s all I can say.’ She headed towards the door, chuckling. I felt sure that she carried on talking as she walked away down the corridor: it sounded distinctly like, ‘The blind leading the blind …’


Chapter Three

Malcolm

‘Ever been to Northumberland, Andy?’

Val’s question took me by surprise. I was sitting in the staffroom half asleep with weariness at the end of another exhausting day with my class. I had no idea that teaching could be so physically strenuous, in addition to being mentally and emotionally draining.

‘The boy needs iron tonic,’ piped Hilda, before I could answer. ‘When I was at college doing my teaching practice, the head wouldn’t let me into the classroom before I’d had two teaspoons of iron tonic.’

Val smiled; it looked like she’d heard this before.

‘Er no, I’ve never been. Why do you ask?’ I said.

‘Tasted rank, that stuff,’ interrupted Hilda again.

‘Your class’s residential trip goes to Northumberland,’ continued Val. ‘It’s in June next year – I expect we’ll both be asked to go.’

‘That tonic used to make me go,’ said Hilda with big eyes. ‘Byy, I was out to that lav across the yard like no one’s business.’ I tried to concentrate on Val, who didn’t even seem to notice Hilda’s ramblings.

‘Won’t that be difficult with both junior teachers away, Val?’

‘There needs to be a male and a female member of staff and he likes me to be there as deputy head. You obviously need to go because it’s your class; I reckon Mr Raven’ll be glad of a break too – he’s been on the last four trips himself. He’s going to have a word with you about it tomorrow.’

‘I wonder if you can still get that stuff?’ Hilda was still oblivious, but the thought of a few days away with the children perked me up, and I questioned Val about the details for the next twenty minutes. The trip took place every two years, and involved five days away on a tiny island just off the Northumbrian coast called Oswalfarne. It sounded quite an adventure for juniors.

The following day, Howard Raven filled in more details about the visit and confirmed, in his usual semi-formal manner, that he’d like me to go. He also explained that arrangements needed to be made several months in advance so that parents had plenty of time to save the £65 that the trip would cost for each child.

‘Right. I’ll send out a letter to parents tomorrow, giving details about the trip and the date for a meeting where they can ask questions; you’ll need to be there too, of course.’ After a silent scan of the wall displays, he left my room, leaving me feeling very excited and already planning to go up to Oswalfarne with Barbara, perhaps at a weekend, to explore.

There was even more excitement at the end of school a day later when I announced the visit to the class. A tremendous babble of anticipation immediately swept through the room and animated faces turned to their neighbours with plans and suggestions for who might share a room in the hotel. Amongst the fervour, there was one face, however, which didn’t light up; in fact, if anything, Martha Micklegate looked upset by the news of the trip. She sat quite still and looked down with her large eyes. I was both surprised and intrigued by Martha’s reaction, but decided not to question her about it in front of her friends; I’d wait for a quiet moment the next day.

In the event, I didn’t have to wait, and it certainly wasn’t a quiet moment when I discovered the reason for Martha’s gloom. At quarter past eight before school the following morning, my classroom door opened with a boom like a mortar, and into the room marched a fearsome-looking woman pulling a reluctant girl in tow. She strode right up to me and waved a piece of paper in my face. I recognised it as the letter about the residential visit and I recognised the girl as Martha.

‘What’s all this about sixty-five pound for a blinkin’ trip?’

‘Hello, Mrs Micklegate, is it?’

‘Yes, it is and before you say anything else let me get one thing straight: Martha’s not going on this pointless trip cos I aren’t paying sixty-five blinkin’ quid, or even one penny.’ I felt the blast of her breath across my eyes.

‘Would you like to sit down to talk about this, Mrs Micklegate?’ I tried to remain calm but my heart was racing. Poor Martha stood well back, cringing with embarrassment. Her mother, meanwhile, ignored my question and continued her aggressive bluster.

‘Why should we ’ave to pay for school stuff? School’s supposed to be free, isn’t it? I pay enough in stupid rates and taxes.’ Her chin was jutting forward and strands of thin hair fell across her cheeks as she spoke.

‘The trip isn’t until June next year, Mrs Micklegate, and we’ve sent out the letter in September to give parents plenty of time to save up the money.’ I realised very quickly that this was the wrong approach. A finger jutted towards my chest in rhythm with the snarl of her reply.

‘There’s not going to be any money and I don’t care if you give me ten years’ warning – where school’s concerned, I aren’t paying for owt. I can’t see the point of this trip anyway.’ I stepped back behind my desk and pretended to look for some papers. There was no point in arguing with this woman. Her eyes, huge and burning, dared me to challenge her but I was ready for a full retreat.

‘I, er, think you’d better see the headteacher about this, Mickeys Misslegate. He’s in charge of the trip.’ Two children’s faces appeared through the door, wondering what all the noise was about.

‘I intend to go and see ’im, and he’s going to get the same mouthful as you. She’s not going and that’s that.’ With a snatched turn and stomp she was gone. My heart was thumping in the sudden silence of the room. It was my first ‘concerned’ parent.

That night I poured out the whole story to Barbara, who was as upset for poor Martha as I was. She nestled up to me, saying she was sure that something could be done about the situation and suggested that perhaps Val could help.

‘And have you asked the Beak?’ she added.

‘I daren’t ask him for anything. I really don’t think he likes me.’

‘It can’t be a personality clash because he hasn’t got one.’ She let out a snicker.

‘But I don’t know what I’ve done wrong, that’s the trouble.’

‘You’ll just have to win him over by doing amazing work with the kids. It’s still the first term – he just doesn’t know you, that’s all.’

‘Maybe it isn’t just me. Eileen the secretary always looks browbeaten and miserable when he speaks to her.’

‘Poor thing,’ said Barbara. ‘She’s really sweet when I talk to her on the phone.’

‘Anyway, what about you? How was your day?’ I asked, aware that I was allowing school to hog our conversations again.

She twisted round so we were facing each other, and said, ‘I rang my mother this morning.’

‘How is she?’

‘Well, she wasn’t in a great mood – she’s really frustrated that she can’t call us when she wants to.’

‘Yeah, but she always speaks German to me on the phone even though I don’t understand a word.’

‘Well, that’s because she is German. She just kind of slips into it.’

‘But she can speak English really well.’

‘Anyway, the reason she wanted to call was that she’s arranged a trip to Hildesheim at short notice. My granny’s having a minor operation in a fortnight and it gives my mum an excuse to see some of her relatives and friends over there.’ Her voice betrayed an edge of shiftiness.

I began to suspect I knew where this was going. ‘And …’

‘And she wants to know if I’d like to go along.’

‘Would you?’

‘Well, yes and no. Of course I don’t want to leave you here but I would like to see my oma.’

‘Well, that’s OK. Why don’t you go – it’ll be a nice break for you for a couple of days.’

Barbara twiddled the hair at the back of her neck. ‘It’s a bit more than a couple of days.’

‘How “more”?’

‘Two weeks.’

My shoulders slumped. ‘How many relatives has she got?’

‘Well, there’s quite a lot of travelling involved and she doesn’t want to miss anyone out. She likes to have me there too, of course.’

‘But two weeks …’

‘You can cook, sort of, and you’ll be fine. You can go for lots of walks and I won’t be there to slow you down.’

‘But I’ll miss you.’

Barbara ignored the pathetic little boy expression. ‘There are other advantages too – my mum always buys me clothes and things while we’re over there: all sorts of things we can’t afford.’

‘Yeah, but they’re always so … German.’

‘Well, I’m not going to bring back anything for you.’

‘Not even ze leather pants?’

‘Stop it!’ She playfully pushed me: I lost my footing and cracked an elbow against the door. ‘Ooh, sorry.’ She picked me up as I feigned serious injury. ‘I’ll miss you as well, you fruitcake.’

The next morning, children began to arrive at my desk with reply slips from their parents giving them permission to go on the Northumbrian trip. I watched out for Martha, but she didn’t turn up for school.

At morning break I looked for Val before remembering she was outside on playground duty. It was starting to drizzle as I walked outside and a slender Class 2 boy rushed past me with the bell before ringing it feebly. A few children took notice and began to drift towards the door but most of them carried on playing. Then the ground shook.

‘STOP!’

One hundred children froze in an instant. The thunderous boom of Val Croker’s voice seemed to echo off the fells across the valley. I stopped too. She surveyed the statues with a slow sweep to ensure that there was no movement in any quarter of the yard then gave the next order.

‘Class One, line up now.’ Within seconds they’d formed a tidy queue. She continued through the classes with sergeant major efficiency until the whole school walked silently into the building.

‘How do you do it?’ I said.

‘How do I do it? I tell ’em.’

‘But when I tell them to stop or to line up there’s always someone chasing a ball or messing around.’

‘You’ve got to sound like you mean it. You can’t be nice in this job – growl like you’ve got sharp teeth. Kids like proper authority provided it’s fair because they know where they stand.’

I asked her about Martha as we walked inside. Val twisted her face.

‘I know her mother. Tight as a whale’s arse, that woman. She won’t change her mind and there’s not a right lot we can do about it.’

A pall of frustration seemed to reside over the rest of my week in the classroom. Martha returned to school a couple of days later looking pale and despondent, and her friends shared her misery when they heard the news. It seemed that everyone in Class 3 was going to Oswalfarne except her.

Only one thing lifted the fog that week: the Technology for the Blind project, which continued to gather momentum in the classroom, despite the numerous setbacks and inability of the class to make anything remotely approaching a sensible evaluation of the work.

From the very start, several children had greatly admired the natty folding white stick that the blind teenage boy on the RNIB video had demonstrated; in particular, they loved the ingenious way it folded. The boy had been shown boarding a bus, and as he took his seat he seemed to simply flick his wrist, causing the stick to magic ally collapse into three jointed pieces, which he swiftly pressed together and popped into a bag. There were whispers of ‘cool’ and ‘I want one’.

When the class started to devise their own designs for innovations for the blind, several children had set off to plan and make folding white sticks. There were two boys who were particularly enthusiastic about this project: Barney and Wilf. They came bounding up to me early in the first session.

‘Take a look at this, Mr Seed – we done a design f’the stick.’ They thrust a slightly crumpled piece of A4 into my hand, and gave me a guided tour of the drawing on it.

‘We’ve ’ad a mint idea—’ Barney stopped and looked around to check that no one was listening. He cupped his hand round his mouth, and beckoned me nearer, while Wilf simpered. ‘We’re gunna use magnets!’ I jerked upwards – it was the loudest whisper I had ever heard. The design did look good and the boys must have noticed my reaction, as they pressed home their claim to go ahead.

‘Can we start making it now, Mr Seed? We know where there’s a really good stick.’

‘And it’s white,’ added Wilf.

Now I should have been gravely suspicious at this point, because I knew that there were virtually no resources in the school for this sort of activity, despite my ongoing intention to beg for offcuts of wood at the secondary school, but the two lads were so eager and excited that I said, ‘all right’, and watched them gallop away. After this, I scanned the room and was delighted to see every child busily occupied with the work; the atmosphere in the room was fairly buzzing with constructive discussion and purposeful activity.

Then the head came in.

As the weeks of my first term at Cragthwaite Primary had passed by, I gained the growing impression that Howard Raven didn’t like me. He certainly didn’t seem to approve of anything that went on in my classroom: whenever he entered the room he would always sidle about, eying what the children were doing and saying nothing, save for the occasional loud ‘tut’. Sometimes his face would take on a mask of mounting disgust as he watched what was happening, which made me nervous and dispirited.

Somehow we’d started off on the wrong foot and the fear arose that this might affect my chances of passing my probationary year as a new teacher. How it had happened remained a mystery but one thing was certain: Howard Raven would have the final say in the matter. I’d just have to work hard to stay on the right side of him.

‘Well,’ I thought, looking round at the class beavering away at their technology, ‘surely he’s not going to be tutting today – even he must be really impressed with the work that’s going on now.’ As usual, he didn’t say anything, but drifted silently over to watch Barney and Wilf working on their white stick for about thirty seconds. He didn’t tut, but came over darkly to where I was standing and said, ‘Mr Seed, could you please explain to me why those two boys are sawing a rounders post in half?’

I couldn’t. I mumbled something about it probably being an old one, whereupon he fired a look of sour disapproval in my direction and then headed towards the door without saying anything more. My feelings of elation and excitement dissolved in an instant. I wandered over to where Barney and Wilf were still sawing, just to have a check. It definitely was a rounders post.

I really felt like cutting the lesson short at this point and reading a story to the class instead, but someone revived me, and indeed the whole project, with a piece of sublime inspiration.

Malcolm Willoughby was a joker. He had the look of a boy who was always up to something and most of the time he was. When he wasn’t up to something he was giggling: the sight of his cunning smirk was frequently an omen of illicit whisperings and goings on at the back of the class. Despite his appetite for digression, Malcolm played a central role in our technology project, and went on to create something truly memorable.

I didn’t expect Malcolm to be greatly affected by the video of the blind old lady, but he clearly was. For once, he sat still and passed no comments, and after the film asked a number of intelligent questions, which revealed a side to his character that raised him considerably in my estimation.

From these questions, it emerged that Malcolm’s chief concern for unsighted people was dental hygiene. For some reason, he was convinced that the little old lady would never be able to find her toothbrush in the darkness of her life. Despite the woman from the RNIB assuring him that this wasn’t a problem, Malcolm returned to the classroom gravely concerned. When the opportunity to make something to help blind people arose, Malcolm saw his chance. Like many of the children in the class, he emerged from the discussion at the end of the first Design and Technology lesson with a clear idea of what he wanted to do.

‘Can I make something so that the old lady won’t lose her toothbrush, Mr Seed?’ There was an unmistakable seriousness and sincerity in his speech which I had never heard before. I meant to say, ‘Well, Malcolm, finding a toothbrush isn’t really a problem for blind people – we were told that, weren’t we?’, but what I actually said was, ‘Yes Malcolm, lovely idea.’

A couple of days after this, the children had brought bagloads of resources from home, and the practical sessions were under way. Individuals, pairs and small groups talked and worked with hectic energy on white sticks, self-closing cupboard doors and other wondrous inventions. A continuous stream of children came over to me throughout the lesson with drawings, questions, designs, prototypes, models, problems and ideas. It soon became apparent that this project was going to need several more sessions, and I began doing some mental adjustments to the timetable: I was anxious to make the most of the children’s tremendous motivation for this work. After about half an hour had passed I decided to make an announcement to everyone; I was just about to tell the class not to rush because I would give them at least two extra sessions when Malcolm appeared in front of me.

‘Ave finished,’ he said. He hadn’t giggled all afternoon. I looked down, expecting to see a design on paper or a hastily assembled model but his hands were empty. I was mystified. Malcolm noticed my reaction and armed his mouth with the first stages of his trademark smirk. ‘It’s here,’ he said, and took a step backwards, lifting his jumper a few inches as he did so.

He was wearing a brown plastic belt, and just beside the buckle was a hefty block of wood tied on with a remarkable length of string. Malcolm raised his jumper a little more to give me a better view and extended his grin. A large tube of Colgate toothpaste was nailed to the wood. I shouldn’t have been surprised – this was, of course, the classic Dales way of fixing things, confirmed to me by the woodwork teacher at Swinnerdale Secondary School who related that whenever he taught joint-making, a big rough hand would inevitably be raised with the accompanying question, ‘But suh – wa don’t tha jus bray a larl’ nail through it?’

Malcolm could see that I was now thoroughly impressed and decided to hit me with the full range of features of his mobile dental unit. He reached into his pocket and drew out a fluff-tousled toothbrush, which was also tied to the block of wood with a piece of string. I was just about to congratulate him on his craftsmanship when he held up a hand.

‘There’s one more feature,’ he said gleefully, and reached behind his back. After a few seconds of squirming and fiddling he finally produced an empty yoghurt pot, which had, evidently, also been attached to his belt by some mysterious means. ‘This is to spit in,’ he said. He had clearly thought of everything; a blind person need never again be without oral cleansing equipment. The smirk was triumphant. I was speechless.

Malcolm wanted to show his ‘Brushman’ to the class, but I thought it deserved better, and decided that a proper showcase was needed for this and the many other wonderful inventions that were being produced. I therefore arranged for the class to make a special presentation of Technology for the Blind in assembly on the following Friday.

I managed to find a couple of extra hours in the week for the children to finish off the various models, but this left no time to rehearse for the assembly; I would just have to risk it. The work was so good that I was sure we didn’t need to practise anyway.

Early on Friday morning, the models were taken into the hall and carefully laid out on tables before the other classes arrived – all, that is, except Malcolm’s: he was so inordinately proud of his invention that I let him wear it beforehand, even if he did look decidedly strange with a great lump under his jumper and a yoghurt pot on his bottom.

Class 3 were chattering eagerly as they lined up to go into assembly to show their work. The rest of the school and the staff were sitting quietly while a strangled version of the New World Symphony crackled out of the tiny cassette player in the corner of the hall. Howard Raven stood solemnly at the front, daring any child to twitch. The models looked wonderful.

The children gave a series of superb talks about what they had done, relating it all back to the RNIB video of the previous week. I was proud of them. Carol demonstrated her once deadly automatic cupboard with the fluid assurance of a Tupperware rep, whilst Tracey explained its use of new thin elastic bands with aplomb. These, and every other invention were greeted with admiring applause from the audience. I did cast a nervous glance over to the Beak while the white sticks were being folded and unfolded, but even he looked forgivingly impressed; this was a triumph indeed.

Malcolm wanted to go last, in the fashion of a true showman. When the time came, he stepped up with confidence. All the children in the other classes knew him as a joker and expected something funny, glancing sideways at each other with elbows twitching. But on this occasion, Malcolm was transformed. He unveiled his creation with a sincere disposition and went on to describe every stage of its construction clearly and succinctly, adding details of all of the various features of the design. The assembled audience of four- to eleven-year-olds thought it eminently reasonable that the toothpaste was nailed on to the wood, and greatly admired the provision of the secret yoghurt pot.

‘Are there any questions?’ declared Malcolm when he had finished. A single hand went up from one of the top junior girls in Class 4.

‘Can you give us a demonstration of how it works, please?’ Usually, a child in Malcolm’s position would turn to the teacher for guidance at a point like this, but such was Malcolm’s confidence that he immediately began unscrewing the lid of the toothpaste tube. He drew the green brush from his pocket once more and deftly flicked away the resident coat of fluff from the bristles. A red and blue worm of paste was then exactingly applied. The infants sitting in the front row were hugely impressed, both by Malcolm’s awesome device and his complete mastery of its operation. Malcolm held the brush in his left hand and, unhurriedly, twisted the toothpaste lid back on to the tube. His cocky old self was completely in command here – he was going to enjoy making a show of brushing his teeth in front of the whole school.

Everyone’s eyes were fixed as Malcolm lifted the toothbrush. Just as he bared his teeth, the brush pinged back down with a sudden jerk, flicking the globule of toothpaste up into the air. The string was too short. Malcolm gave it a heave. It was still too short. Finally, he craned forward in desperation, like someone trying to lick his chest. The tip of the brush just about reached his bottom lip. He gave it a contorted waggle as the audience’s concentration began to disintegrate into a squall of guffawing and pointing. Malcolm needed rescuing so I began to clap to ensure a premature end to the demonstration and to save further embarrassment. Everyone began to applaud, even amongst the cheers and laughter, but, amazingly, Malcolm didn’t want to give in; like many great inventors, he had total faith in his creation. He wiped the toothbrush on his trousers, carefully returning it to his pocket, took a bow and, before walking back to his place, calmly produced the yoghurt pot to receive an extravagant purple spit.

To this day, the ‘Brushman’ remains one of my favourite pieces of work by anyone.
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