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				About the Book

				John Oaksey has seen it all in racing, as a jockey, commentator and newspaper reporter. After a lifetime devoted to the sport he recalls the splendid characters, horses and races that have made horseracing the great passion of his life, a passion that he is so brilliantly able to convey to others. One of the most respected and loved people in the sport, partly due to his work with the Injured Jockeys’ Fund, John Oaksey has a fund of fascinating and hilarious stories to tell. This book is not just a wonderful self-portrait, it is also a definitive account of racing since the war.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Author

				John Oaksey rode more than 200 winners in his riding career, including the Whitbread Gold Cup. He has written on racing for the Daily Telegraph since 1957 and commentated on the sport for ITV and Channel 4 since 1970. He was a founder trustee for the Injured Jockeys’ Fund.
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				Foreword by Dick Francis

				John Oaksey was not only a very successful amateur jockey, his journalistic descriptions of races – especially those in which he took part – were also breathtaking. In particular, his immediate reaction, for the following day’s Sunday Telegraph, to the 1963 Grand National, in which, when riding Carrickbeg, he was so narrowly beaten into second place, was out of this world.

				He has repeated most of these memorable occasions in the pages of this autobiography, Mince Pie for Starters, and I am happy to add these few words to what I’m sure will be a much sought-after addition to every equestrian lover’s bookshelves.

				I like to think that it was due to his presentation of the lives of jockeys and trainers – as well as of owners and other racing personalities – that these individuals have now become much more respected sportsmen (and sportswomen) than they were of yesteryear, and I only hope the current ‘knights of the pigskin’, as well as the everyday racegoer, will realise what a debt we owe John.

				After his school and university days, it was originally intended that he should follow the law life of his renowned father, the much-respected presiding judge at the Nuremberg War Crimes Tribunal. The call of the Turf was too strong, though, and readers of this book will soon realise what great moments the pen of John Oaksey has taken us through, at places like Aintree, Cheltenham, Sandown, Epsom, Newmarket and Royal Ascot. This is a truly memorable work of art.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue
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				‘I know you! – you’re the boogger who got tired before yer ’orse!’

				He was a grubby, shambolic little man, shorter even than me, and he waylaid me as I emerged from the gents at Piccadilly Circus Underground station at about one in the morning after a particularly good dinner in London in the summer of 1978. It was not, to be honest, the ideal time to discuss the matter in detail, so, after replying as politely as I could, I smiled genially and moved on.

				But I knew what he was talking about, and I knew where he’d got the idea. Fifteen years earlier I had led over the last fence in the Grand National on Carrickbeg and kept in front almost all the way up that interminable run-in, only to be caught by Ayala three strides before the line. In the following week’s Horse and Hound I had confessed how ‘Even to swing the whip had become an effort and the only thing that kept me going was the unbroken rhythm of Carrickbeg’s heroic head, nodding in time with his stride. And suddenly, even that was gone.’ In short, I got tired, then he got tired, and we lost the race.

				Clearly that dishevelled little man knew what he was saying.  But what an epitaph – to be remembered only as ‘the boogger who got tired before yer ’orse’.

				There must have been more than that . . .
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				‘Would you kindly sign the Visitors’ Book?’
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				If pedigree counts for anything, I was bred for the law. Both my grandfather and my father were judges – my grandfather Lord Chief Justice and my father a Lord Justice who presided over the Nuremberg war crimes trials (my own legal career – twenty years as a magistrate – was a great deal less distinguished).

				It was in 1921 that Lloyd George, then Prime Minister, appointed my grandfather A. T. Lawrence, who was himself a High Court judge and seventy-eight years old at the time, Lord Chief Justice. The appointment was strongly opposed by the then Lord Chancellor, Lord Birkenhead, formerly F. E. Smith and famously no respecter of persons. ‘A. T. Lawrence,’ he wrote, ‘is a sound enough lawyer, but suited to the Chancellorship neither by ability nor age.’ Lloyd George, who badly wanted the obvious alternative, Gordon Hewart, to stay in the House of Commons, where he was a formidable debater, invaluable to the Government, stood firm.

				So my grandfather became Lord Chief Justice for just eleven months, from April 1921 to March 1922. I do not know to what extent he justified F. E. Smith’s foreboding, but have never heard that he disgraced himself. One night, being driven home from Kemble station along a very narrow road, ‘Fafa’ – a nickname I am proud to have inherited with my own grandchildren – was involved in a head-on collision with another driver. It was, I gather, clearly the fault of my grandfather’s chauffeur, and I have always admired the presence of mind shown by the first policeman on the spot. Finding himself in the embarrassing situation of having to report the Lord Chief Justice, he claimed that the cars were exactly on the county boundary – one in Wiltshire, the other in Gloucestershire. ‘Sorry, my Lord – no jurisdiction,’ he said, skilfully avoiding a tricky legal impasse.

				On account of his unexpected promotion Fafa was also made a peer, and took the title Lord Trevethin – for reasons which are now lost in the mists of time. (Trevethin nowadays is a suburb of Pontypool, and I took my wife Chicky there in 1995 hoping to find an explanation of my grandfather’s choice of title. None emerged – even when we asked in the local betting shop, where, I’m ashamed to say, I confidently expected to be recognised. But alas, neither the name John Oaksey nor my handsome ‘As Seen On TV’ profile meant anything to the lady behind the counter!)

				My father Geoffrey Lawrence was born in 1880 and served in the Royal Artillery for the duration of the First World War. A barrister by profession, he became a colonel and was awarded the DSO. His ascent through the legal ranks was rapid, and after the war he was made a judge, rising to sit in the Court of Appeal; then, after another world war and at the age of sixty-five, he was appointed presiding judge when the International Military Tribunal met at Nuremberg to try the most prominent surviving Nazis for war crimes. The eleven months for which he presided over what was then a unique war crimes trial was almost certainly the most difficult and testing period of his whole life – at least in peacetime – and in recognition of his service he was elevated to the peerage in 1947, taking the title Lord Oaksey.

				From all that I have heard and read about his conduct of the proceedings, the work of those months was not only the climax of his long legal career but also a valuable contribution to the cause of justice and international law. In 1949 he produced the Oaksey Report on Police Conditions of Service, which recommended significant improvements in the policeman’s lot and was widely welcomed by the force. (A Giles cartoon of the time depicted a meek little man whose ramshackle car across the street is being examined with suspicion by a group of policemen. His domineering wife exhorts him: ‘Quick! Go over and be nice to them. Tell them you think the Oaksey Report is wonderful.’)

				But my father’s, I’m delighted to say, was by no means a one-track mind, solely preoccupied with legal niceties. A golfer with a single-figure handicap (Captain of Oxford, he later played with both James Braid and Harry Vardon), he loved riding, hunting and racing and was for several years Counsel to the Jockey Club. He treasured beauty and grace in all their forms – a Guernsey cow, a Thoroughbred racehorse, a picture, a piece of silver, a sculpture or a pretty girl. He decided to marry my mother the first time he saw her – when she was twenty and he was forty-one – and as a matter of fact she was a roadside pick-up.

				My father and his brother, my Uncle Trevor, had bought Hill Farm, Oaksey – where I still live – soon after the First World War. At the time they were living in digs near Highworth, from where they hunted with the VWH, the Vale of the White Horse Hunt. (These were the days before it was divided into ‘Cricklade’ and ‘Bathurst’ – a process in which my father played a considerable part. When he returned from Nuremberg the two hunts approached him to oversee the division, on the assumption that, after trying twenty-one war criminals, keeping the Cricklade and Bathurst from each other’s throats would be comparative child’s play!) On Sundays my father and Trevor used to go out in a pony and trap looking for a house, and before long they found Hill Farm. Oaksey is some fifteen miles from Highworth – between Malmesbury and Cirencester – so it must have been a good strong pony.

				Once settled in the farm, the two brothers bought a car – and, possibly because they had not yet learned to drive, seem, at least to begin with, to have employed a chauffeur, who almost certainly doubled up as a groom. Whatever his job description, he was driving them back from Cirencester one day when, just past Kemble, they saw two girls on the side of the road – one of whom, a neighbour called Honor Fawcett, my uncle knew quite well. Always keen to help damsels in distress, they stopped, picked up the stranded pair, and carried them to Honor’s house. My father, sitting in the front beside the driver, nevertheless seems somehow to have inspected the other passenger, who introduced herself as Marjorie Robinson. He must have liked the look of what he saw, because that evening, getting on a train at Minety (these were very much pre-Beeching days), he said to his brother, ‘You know that girl we saw today . . . I am going to marry her.’

				He did not hang about, sending Miss Robinson a telegram next morning which read: ‘Will you please have lunch, tea or dinner on Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday or Friday . . . ? Yours, Geoffrey Lawrence.’

				My mother understandably played as safe as possible with ‘Tea on Friday’, but it was a big success. They were engaged within a month and married within a year. Not bad for a short, balding, 41-year-old barrister! Better still, after having my three elder sisters, me and, later, a large crop of grandchildren, they were still married when my Dad died fifty years later. He was, as I’ve said, a lover of grace and beauty, and it would be abusing the truth to say that he never looked at another girl. But he certainly still loved my mother when he died – and she adored him to the end.

				She came from a naval background. Her father, Charles Napier Robinson, was a regular sailor before the First World War, and I believe served (as a midshipman) in the Boxer Rebellion. Later, retiring as a commander, he took up journalism and wrote for many years as naval correspondent of The Times. I remember him as a kindly, bearded old man who told us exciting stories about his naval life. Like an idiot, I did not write them down.

				My mother’s mother I always knew as Grannymum, and at the age of ten I was with Grannymum in the dining room at Hill Farm on the morning of Sunday 3 September 1939 as we listened on the radio to Neville Chamberlain’s fateful speech declaring that we were at war with Germany. She started crying, and although I had no proper understanding of what was going on, I did have the feeling that nothing might ever be the same again.

				I was born in Sussex Gardens, not far from Paddington Station in London, on 21 March 1929 – the day before Gregalach beat sixty-five opponents to win the Grand National at 100–1.

				I was the youngest of four children – after my three sisters Elizabeth (Libby), Rosamund (Robby) and Jennifer (Jenny) – and most weekends the whole family (or at least most of it) would decamp in our Chrysler to Hill Farm, Oaksey. My mother, who had driven an ambulance in France during the First World War and was a much more enthusiastic and skilful driver than my father, insisted on taking the wheel, and we would set off for the hundred-mile journey west – mother and father, four children, our nanny, Tinger the dog, Algy the cat, and a variable flock of budgerigars (which Algy did his level best to vary).

				In 1935, when I was six years old, the family moved permanently to Oaksey, though during the week my father stayed behind in London: by then he was a High Court judge working hard to earn our daily bread. The farm, 160 acres in those days, thirty of them our beloved Bluebell Wood, is about a mile from Oaksey Church, and three miles from Crudwell, birthplace and namesake of the last horse to win fifty races in Britain.

				My nanny – and best friend until her death in 1984 – was a lovely lady called Vera Hyatt, a daughter of the GWR station master at nearby Kemble. Her only other job had been as nursery maid to Bill and Pamela Phipps, then living with their son Simon in Dean Farm, Oaksey, the other side of Oaksey Wood. Simon, who won an MC in Italy, was later a distinguished clergyman and preacher, and became Bishop of Lincoln.

				Nanny had come to the farm as a nursery maid when my sister Jenny was born in 1926, but it was not until 1940 that she married Bill Sherwood, my father’s bailiff, head cowman and trusted friend – having, I was always told, refused to accept Bill’s proposal until I went to school! She became an insulin diabetic, who had to inject herself twice a day, but later presented Bill with a healthy baby son. There is nothing unusual nowadays in an insulin diabetic having a baby, but in the 1940s, I understand, it was still regarded as an achievement by mother and doctor alike. Nanny, apparently unafraid throughout, would certainly share the credit for it with her doctor, a surgeon called Lawrence – no relation, but a celebrated pioneer in the treatment of diabetes. The baby, my godson, christened William after his father, became a policeman and later worked on the racecourse ‘controlling’ bookies. He was also a driving instructor in the police – and used to give me kindly advice about speed traps and their likely whereabouts!

				Bill Sherwood himself had answered an advertisement for a cowman which my father put in the village shop. Young Bill and his father, who lived between Minety and Oaksey, were walking up to the village hall for band practice when Bill, who had seen the advertisement, persuaded his somewhat reluctant Dad to turn left up our drive so he could apply for the job.

				Bill always said that the only serious argument he and my father ever had was over Daddy’s refusal to let him join up in 1939. Farm work was a ‘reserved’ occupation and my Dad understandably wanted a responsible man in charge of the farm while he was busy elsewhere. As a High Court judge, if the expected invasion had materialised he would have been one of those charged with the vital but awesome task of enforcing martial law. It had long been Bill’s dearest wish to fly, preferably in a Spitfire or Hurricane. I shall always remember his excitement and delight when my sister Robby got engaged to Hugh ‘Cocky’ Dundas, a pilot who won two DSOs and a DFC: Hughie flew Spitfires (except for one brief, uncomfortable spell in Typhoons) throughout the war, and in the process became the youngest man ever to hold the rank of group captain in the RAF.

				After their marriage Nanny and Bill lived in Hill Farm Cottage at the bottom of the drive, which my father had specially rebuilt for them. Bill and one helper milked twenty-five cows (by hand until we got a machine) and for quite a while did the milk round, delivering Guernsey milk, cream and that delicious bright yellow butter – originally by pony and trap, later in a smart little yellow van. At one time butter and cream were sent up to London by the early morning train. Sussex Gardens is just round the corner from Paddington Station, so, with the Cheltenham Flyer or one of its slightly slower Great Western mates from Oaksey Halt or Kemble, my father could have his own butter for breakfast at home or for lunch at his club. Those were the days – and we still have a letter to my father which proves that the Great Western was a whole lot more helpful than British Rail or any of its privatised successors:

				Dear Sir

				Referring to your call at this Office yesterday, we shall be pleased to arrange for a churn of milk, also a small tin of cream, to be forwarded by the 9 a.m. train from Kemble to Paddington daily and for the traffic to be delivered at a Club in St James’s Street, Pall Mall, at about noon, and perhaps you will kindly let me know whether it is definitely decided to commence forwarding on Thursday next, the 15th instant.

				The charge for the delivery of the cream traffic in the ordinary way is 6d. per cwt., minimum 4d., and a similar charge would also apply for the collection of the empty, but under the circumstances a charge of 6d. for the milk churn and a similar charge for the cream can be raised to cover both delivery and collection of the empties; in other words, 1/- per day.

				The empties will be returned by the 3.15 p.m. train from Paddington to Kemble and to avoid any difficulty you will no doubt arrange for the tie-on labels to be affixed to the receptacles both on the outward and return journeys. The label for the return journey should be addressed to Kemble Station.

				An account in respect of the carriage and cartage charges will be rendered to you about the 26th of each month.

				Perhaps you will kindly let me know whether these arrangements will be satisfactory to you and at the same time give the address of the Club to which the traffic should be forwarded.

				Yours faithfully . . .

				My own most grateful memory of Hill Farm butter is of being covered with it from head to toe – having inadvertently fallen into a bed of stinging nettles with no clothes on! The lawn in front of Hill Farm lives up to the name, spreading over a definite downhill slope. Riding a finish against my sister Jenny on our ‘Pushy-Horses’ with wheels, I overdid it to an idiotic – and extremely painful – extent. Jenny always maintained she didn’t push me, and Nanny, the only ‘steward’ on duty, was probably biased by my screams. But she applied the butter with a will and, after a while, it did the trick.

				Bill, who made the butter, was a marvellous all-round country craftsman who could turn his hand to anything. He kept our tractor and farm machinery in such wonderful order that the tractor, thanks entirely to him, was licensed, free, in 1990, as a ‘Historic Vehicle’!

				Among the many things Bill taught me was how to shoot – not straight but reasonably safely. Old age tends to make us humans more ‘humane’, and a rabbit would nowadays need to be doing something seriously anti-social to make me shoot at it. But I still remember fascinating days out ferreting with Bill – the underground drumming of some unfortunate bunny’s feet and the thrill when it exploded out of the hole – almost certainly to be missed by me and my four-ten!

				I also remember that if you lost a ferret your first move was to send down a ‘liner’ – another little fellow complete with collar and line. I could show you the tree now, at the bottom of Oaksey Wood, in the roots of which one over-enthusiastic ‘liner’ got entangled. You could just see the buckle on his collar – and clearly undoing it would solve the problem. But that involved putting your hand through a smallish gap in the roots – and guess who had the smallest hand . . .

				I suppose if it happened again I might be sensible enough to remove the grey mitten which made my hand look so like a rabbit. But you can’t think of everything, and how was I to know that a ferret can do a U-turn in much less than its own width? I know now – and I also know, just a little, about how it feels to be eaten alive. Only two fingers, you may say – and admittedly I still have them – but for a moment there I was a convert to vegetarianism.

				Bill, though presumably courting Nanny in those days, also had a definite eye for other girls, especially a German land girl called Helena, whose presence at the farm I cannot explain. Physically, Helena was on the robust side, so much so that her best friend would almost certainly have advised against the honey-coloured corduroy breeches which were her habitual working kit. Bill didn’t appear to mind them – in fact, their effect on him seemed almost magnetic. She filled them well, almost, you could say, to bursting. When she sat down to milk, no one in his senses would have laid you better than 6–4 against a break-out!

				Although my mother was not at all horsy, my father was very enthusiastic about hunting and rode in point-to-points (though he never rode a winner at the Bar fixture, a distinction which I – and my daughter Sara – can claim), and kept several horses at Hill Farm, looked after by a wonderful man named Smith (I’m ashamed to say I can’t remember his Christian name). Smith had been with my father in the First World War, and at the end of hostilities had taken charge of the battery’s horses on their way back from the front in Palestine. This involved an extraordinarily arduous journey along the Mediterranean and up through France, but all the horses arrived back in England intact. I can still remember the excitement of the news that old Smith was coming back to Oaksey to help with our ponies and my father’s horses. Curiously, I never actually saw Smith ride a horse, but he was quite wonderful at looking after them.

				My own first pony was Mince Pie. I sat on her when I was barely one, and over the next few years this chubby, dark brown little Welsh pony was my constant companion. For a long while my great ambition was to go hunting, and when I was six my wish was granted – albeit under the steadying influence of a leading rein. Mince Pie in her prime was a wonderful gymkhana pony, but there was a contrary side to her, and she was perfectly capable of being a stubborn little cow when the mood took her. As you can see from the photograph opposite page 86 of me being catapulted over her head, she would have approved wholeheartedly of the slope which, after the 1960 Grand National, the Aintree authorities put on the take-off side of their hitherto right-angled upright fences. In fact, if the Tetbury Hunter Trial organisers had introduced such a thing, she would probably still have considered it grossly inadequate – and reported them to the RSPCA!

				That picture, captioned ‘OVER – UNDER THE PONY’S NOSE’, appeared on the front page of the Daily Express – and inspired a flood of sympathetic messages to my parents, especially from the non-horsy friends of my non-horsy mother. Having never ridden, she regarded the equestrian antics of her children with massive – but heroically concealed – anxiety.

				When I began to ride more or less regularly under Rules, she and Nanny became keen and (expensively) faithful punters. Only small stakes, they assured me, ‘But it took our minds off things like falls and broken bones.’

				Courage, bravery and nerve are fascinating, complicated subjects. Some people are frightened of flying, some won’t willingly travel on a train, and I know one otherwise perfectly rational man for whom a five-mile trip on a village bus would be torture – impossible to bear. Several people ‘taught me to ride’, in many not always closely interconnected lessons and demonstrations. But the man who did most to bolster and reinforce my confidence as a child actually lost his own nerve, for ever, in my presence. There are not many incidents in this book which I remember with such painful clarity.

				Bill Harris was his name, and all through what I think of now as my pony period – Mince Pie had later rivals for my affections in the shape of Plum Pudding, Esther and Titch – Harris was the most important person in my life, and probably, at least until they started to take an interest in boys, in the lives of my sisters. He used to take the three of them (two after Libby went away to school) out hunting on Fridays with the VWH. My parents took the view that four children was too many for Harris to handle – so my father and I (and Harris) went on Tuesdays with the Beaufort.

				Our arrival at those Tuesday meets was, for me, an agonising business. Through no fault of her own Mince Pie, a portly 25-year-old who could jump twice her own height when she chose (but by this time often didn’t), had a deeply embarrassing habit of farting the moment she saw a horse larger than her.

				‘Mince Pie’s collywobbles’, the smart Beaufort members called them, and as we wandered along this corridor of posh Blue and Buff side-saddle ladies, she treated them to a tasteful but explosive serenade. All was well once we moved off, and we had one or two sensational days. But they never forgot the collywobbles, and neither did I . . .

				Harris had been a stable lad or groom all his life, and was quite an expert ‘maker’ of young horses. So when my father bought a five-year-old for us children, everyone accepted that Harris should be the first to ride it.

				Hill Farm is, as you might expect, on the side of a hill. Oaksey Wood and two fields are above it, higher up the hill, and it was in the lower of these that Harris mounted the young horse, who was called Belfast.

				To begin with all went well. They trotted, then cantered in a circle. They had reached the top of the hill when something, possibly a pheasant, ‘spooked’ Belfast. He took off down the slope, and that, I imagine, was the moment Harris realised that this particular field – on a hill, with a stone wall running along the bottom to a right-angled corner with a line of stables – was not the ideal place for riding a young and unknown horse.

				If so, it was too late, because by then Belfast had taken full control. As he turned right at the bottom, galloping flat out towards the right-angled corner – in which there was a narrow but open hunting gate – a fatal collision looked the only possible outcome. Harris screamed. It was a sound I had never heard before and one I shall never forget.

				What happened next was impossible – so perhaps it was a result of that awful, impossible, inhuman scream. For, somehow, Belfast turned left, through the hunting gate, all of 6 feet wide. Then, with Harris (incredibly) still aboard, he stopped dead, and stood panting and shaking in the stable yard. Harris got off – and never got on another horse as long as he lived.

				He became my mother’s gardener, a role in which he was so competitive that he was disqualified from the village broad bean class for buying in two matching pods to make up a set of six! He also taught me to bet, and lived to be eighty. But he never got on a horse again.

				My sisters were, if anything, keener on riding than I was. Libby passed her Pony Club ‘A’ test at the age of twelve; I only managed my ‘D’ with a struggle! Mind you, I was packed off to prep school at the age of eight, while my sisters had a governess until the war and did not leave home.

				Our greatest riding excitement in the 1930s was Libby’s selection for a combined VWH and Cotswold Pony Club team to do a musical ride in the Horse of the Year Show at Olympia. All dressed up as toy soldiers, they jumped water (from a hose), fire (flames two feet high) and all sorts of other quite fearsome assorted obstacles. Libby, riding a pony called Tommy, went wonderfully well until the last jump of all on the very last evening performance. They had to gallop round the arena – and out through a castle ‘window’ in the side. Somehow, we could just see that, although Tommy met it perfectly, he pitched on his nose on the landing side – and went base over apex. My mother rushed off, her worst fears apparently justified, and I remember that it seemed to take us hours to get through behind the scenes. But all was well. Libby, though furious, was quite unscathed, and Tommy wondered what all the fuss was about. We were back in our seats in time to see the Grand Parade – which featured Brown Jack, my principal horse hero at that time. Nanny had read me Bob Lyle’s book on the seven times Royal Ascot winner and, to my delight, Steve Donoghue was there to ride his old friend the night we were at Olympia.

				Steve, in the green and yellow colours of Sir Harold Wernher, rode racing length but cantered tight circles and (it seemed to me, anyway) did several ‘flying changes’. It is impossible to compare, but the only horse I’ve heard getting louder, or anyway comparable, applause was Arkle at the Horse of the Year Show after his retirement. That was the night his owner, Anne, Duchess of Westminster, was asked what tune she would like the band to play. She chose, quite rightly, ‘There’ll Never Be Another You’.

				My early education came from my nanny and from the governesses who were employed to teach myself and my sisters, but just short of my ninth birthday I was, according to the (uncivilised) custom of the time, dispatched to Horris Hill, a prep school near Newbury presided over by J. L. ‘Daddy’ Stow, an old prep school friend of my father’s. It was my first experience of being away from home for any length of time, and I was very homesick, spending the first few nights blubbing uncontrollably into my pillow. War was looming ever nearer, and for some reason I was convinced that the rest of my family would be bombed – leaving me the sole survivor of the Lawrences.

				‘Daddy’ Stow was not, in fact, much like my father – who never laid a hand on me in anger all his life. Mr Stow, by contrast, was a fierce-looking old slave-driver, kind enough no doubt, but apt to beat boys on their bare bottoms in front of the whole school.

				I have never forgotten one such incident. A boy called Barlow had, it seems, smuggled a whole suitcase full of sweets into the school and was caught selling – or bartering – them to other boys. Heaven knows why this should be considered such a mortal sin, but it was. The unfortunate Barlow was hauled before us all, forced to pull down his shorts, bent over – and given five or six painful-looking slaps with a thing like a butter pat.

				Having never experienced such a beating (caning at Eton, with your trousers on, was almost certainly more painful), I cannot testify to the effect. But the formal and public ceremony of the Horris Hill method did, unquestionably, leave a big (and almost certainly unhealthy) scar on my subconscious. I can still remember the circular marks made on poor Barlow’s bottom – and if he was left with sado-masochistic tendencies for the rest of his life, Mr Stow must, in my opinion, take the blame.

				That gruesome episode did not help counter my homesickness, and for my first term at Horris Hill I was thoroughly miserable. But moods change quickly at that age, and by the early months of the war I had become a wholehearted belligerent, scouring the newspapers every day, full of idiotic hope that hostilities would last long enough for me to take part. Drawing coloured arrows on maps of Europe, I plotted each move minutely – only to be interrupted by an attack of English (at least they were not German!) measles.

				Of course, having imported the bug single-handed into Horris Hill (no MMR jabs in those days), I should have been thoroughly ashamed of myself. In fact, swelling up all over and covered with extremely itchy spots I was not supposed to scratch, I was just thoroughly miserable. To make matters worse, the German Blitzkrieg began in France, and, though I don’t suppose I realised it at the time, we must have come uncomfortably close to losing the war. Then there was 1940 and the Battle of Britain; and again, spellbound by spectacular dogfights all over the sky, we little knew what a close-run thing it must have been.

				Not that Hill Farm was spared contact with the war. Early one morning when the Battle of Britain was at its height, my mother – by then Chief Controller in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) – looked out of her bedroom window and found herself eyeball-to-eyeball with the German pilot of a JU 88, probably on his way to strafe Kemble aerodrome. We were all surprised – and rather disappointed – that the angry gaze of Chief Controller Lawrence was not enough to send the intruder down in flames!

				Oaksey village had been taken by surprise in 1938 by an influx of German Communist refugees fleeing from the Hitler regime. About thirty strong, they called themselves the Bruderhof – and took over Oaksey Park, the biggest house in the village. Needless to say, all sorts of ‘fifth column’ suspicions were aroused – but, as time went on and the visitors stayed, minding their own business and doing no harm to anyone, they began to be accepted. Individual members of the Bruderhof were allowed no money of their own but operated a system of barter, exchanging labour for food and other necessities. They invariably gave good value too.

				During the Battle of Britain a strict blackout was enforced in the village, and one night my father, a sergeant in the Local Defence Volunteers (later the Home Guard), was on ‘fire watch’ duty in the church. An urgent report came through of a light seen flashing from the Park and, with a corporal called Sparrow (all of whose hair fell out one night, leaving his head as shiny as a billiard ball), Sergeant Lawrence set off to investigate.

				After walking down the tree-lined avenue which separated the Park from the village, they knocked on the Bruderhof’s front door and asked to search the building. High and low they went, but not a sign of light. Finally, satisfied and a bit shamefaced, they started back up the avenue – only to hear running feet sounding behind them. My father and Sparrow turned, rifles at the ready, as two Bruders ran up. One was clutching a large volume. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Please. You are our first callers. Would you kindly sign the Visitors’ Book?’

				The Bruderhof left just before the end of the war to go, we heard, to South America. A few ex-Bruders have come back to visit Oaksey and apparently nowadays they have settled down, happily I hope, in Brazil. They were the first Communists I ever met – and genuine Communists at that, the kind who share everything, with not a Gulag (or Katyn) in sight.

				Talking of Germans, our German governess, Olga Sand – ‘Sandy’ to all of us – went back to Munich in 1938. The timing of her departure seemed, I suppose, marginally suspicious, and when someone asked my father what he would do if she walked up the drive, his quite untypically fierce reply was: ‘Shoot her, of course!’

				In fact, when he and my mother had to spend nearly a year in Nuremberg for the trials, they ran Sandy to earth in Munich – and found her living in distinctly depressed circumstances. My mother was soon able to get her a job in England with some nice neighbours of ours, the Pitmans. I believe that, thanks to several other ‘governess’ or ‘companion’ jobs, she spent most of the rest of her life in England. I just wish she had taught me German.

				Back at prep school, all the arrows on my maps had to be hastily revised as Hitler’s Blitzkrieg swept through Holland, Belgium and northern France; even to an uninformed eleven-year-old, the radio made England’s danger pretty clear. I was lucky enough to hear at least two of Winston Churchill’s broadcasts – and can testify to their inspirational effect. Horris Hill had a splendid Scottish matron at that time, who stood up and clapped when the Prime Minister finished. She soon had us all following her example.

				Except for one awful episode of which I am thoroughly ashamed, I was never really one of those who felt that a more accurate description of Horris Hill would have been Horrid Hell. If blame for that short-lived nightmare were to be shared out, the first (admittedly infinitesimal) slice would go to Mr Liddell, a lazy and/or over-confident version of Mr Chips who shared the headmastership of Horris Hill with one of the Stow family. Liddell’s method of testing yesterday’s ‘prep’ was to set us (his pupils in the second form) questions with one- or two-word answers. Nothing wrong with that, you may well say. But then this scholarly moron read out the answers – leaving correction (and marking) to those who had written them! Well, of course, it saved time and might, in an ideal world, have worked perfectly well. But to anyone who had skimped his prep – or, like me, neglected it altogether – the Liddell system was, simply, a chance too good to miss. Leave a few strategic blanks, and fill them with correct answers as he read them out. Or rather, almost correct, with just a few excusable mistakes; too much perfection might be suspect.

				I only did it sometimes – but too much, it soon turned out, for a couple of law-and-order freaks sitting at the desk behind me. I don’t think I’ll mention their names, but if by any improbable chance they ever happen to read this, I just hope they will be pleased with themselves. Because their little venture into law enforcement certainly caused me a lot more grief than either they or what they called my ‘cheating’ can possibly have been worth.

				At a pompously prearranged meeting, one of them (he is now a doctor and I sincerely hope I never fall into his clutches!) elected himself as spokesman.

				‘We’ve seen what you’re up to, Lawrence,’ he said, ‘and we are not going to let it go on. We have told Mr Liddell you are cheating – and no doubt you will be hearing from Mr Stow.’

				There are several points to make about that little pronouncement. What, for one thing, has become of the ‘Old School Code’? Surely you do not sneak on your mates? Now, sixty years later, I strongly suspect that they had, in fact, done nothing of the sort. But I could hardly know that – and so, for three ghastly months, I lived in a private self-inflicted hell – waiting each day for the dreaded summons to the Headmaster’s study – or, even worse, when holidays began, to my father’s.

				In the early part of the holidays, I remember creeping stealthily downstairs before the rest of the family was up to intercept the post – and opening at least three harmless warnings of ‘injections needed’ simply because they looked suspicious and carried an ominous Newbury postmark!

				I knew that ‘cheating’ or anything which involved dishonesty would appal my father, and the thought of confronting him on such a charge did, actually, wake me more than once in a guilty sweat. But mercifully no doom-laden letter ever appeared, and much the most likely explanation is that my heartless classmates had never, in fact, sneaked.

				I still do not remember them in my prayers.

				My father’s brother, Uncle Trevor, had served in the Royal Horse Artillery as a regular before the First World War, and was a keen hunting man, following packs all over England and Ireland and serving as Master, at one time, of the Teme Valley.

				In one respect, Uncle Trevor’s story is – at least for the rest of the family – a sad one. The fact is that at one stage he had a definite and prolonged walkout with Miss Buchanan, the Black and White whisky heiress. I don’t pretend to know exactly what stage things had got to, but attractive, sought-after heiresses were no doubt as hard to handle then as they are now. Anyway, before Uncle Trevor could pop the question, off she went to America – and came back engaged to an (English) bachelor called Reggie Macdonald. On account of her fortune and his comparative poverty, they had to hyphenate their names when they got married! I have not a shred of evidence to support my theory of broken hearts and an interrupted romance – but even when I knew him, Uncle Trevor was a handsome, dashing old thing. He stayed a bachelor all his life, and it cannot be all my imagination that, whenever we read of yet another success for the (by then) celebrated black and white Macdonald-Buchanan colours, there was a faraway ‘might have been’ look in his eye . . .

				Uncle Trevor moved to Wales, where he lived in Abernant, my grandfather’s house not far from Builth Wells, but the connection with the Macdonald-Buchanans was not severed. After their marriage, the couple bred the wartime (1941) Derby winner Owen Tudor, and later, when his foals began to appear, they set about the search – which some owner-breeders delight in, some dread, and a regrettable minority neglect or ignore altogether – for names connected with the sire or dam, or preferably both. Remembering Owen Tudor’s Welsh background, Reggie’s wife had a brainwave. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘My old friend Trevor Lawrence lives in Wales. He will give us some Welsh names.’ So off she wrote – and, after prolonged head-scratching, my not particularly scholastic uncle sent back a list of Welsh villages, mountains, streams and other features, culled from his AA book and Ordnance Survey maps. High above Abernant, for instance, there is a hill called Alt Mawr. (Nanny, Jenny and I walked up it many times – and, on at least one occasion, were pursued down it by what looked to us like murderous mountain cattle.)

				When Reggie wrote back to thank my uncle, he said that he and his wife both quite liked the name Alt Mawr – but wondered how the English bookies would pronounce it. In the end, reluctantly (but wisely!) discarding this suggestion, Reggie went on: ‘Actually, we both agreed that the nicest name on your list was that of your house. So, if you don’t mind and the name is free, we would like to call the colt which looks our best Owen Tudor so far, Abernant. He is a real good (grey) racing colour and seems to move well in the paddock.’

				How right he was. Abernant was only ever beaten three times: once first time out, through greenness; once, a short head by Nimbus in the last strides of the 1949 Two Thousand Guineas, Abernant narrowly failing to stay the mile; and once, by half a length, in the King’s Stand Stakes at Royal Ascot, trying to give the very useful Tangle twenty-three pounds. He won several of the top sprint races two years running – the July Cup at Newmarket, the King George Stakes at Goodwood and the Nunthorpe at York.

				Sir Gordon Richards, the twenty-six-times champion jockey, called Abernant the best sprinter he had ever ridden, and moreover not only the fastest horse he knew, but also the kindest. According to Gordon, the flying grey was once ‘left’ several lengths at the start of the five-furlong King George Stakes at Goodwood because he was watching some children playing behind the starting gate! Needless to say, he recovered to win comfortably.

				So at least, by inadvertently suggesting the name of one of the greatest sprinters of all time, the Lawrence family can claim to have contributed to racing history.

				‘Aber’ means ‘at the mouth of’ in Welsh, and there is a small stream called the Nant which flowed down into the Wye by my grandfather’s house. Good fish have been caught in the Wye near there – or used to be, many of them by Fafa himself. But it was not, in fact, there that my grandfather had the accident in 1935 which killed him when well into his nineties. He was fishing in waders, with his faithful chauffeur-cum-ghillie, Danner, on a stretch of the Usk belonging to a friend. He hooked a salmon and, scrambling across some rocks, slipped and filled both waders. ‘It’s all right, Danner, I can swim!’ were pretty courageous last words from a 93-year-old. But although Fafa lived up to them by reaching the bank, the effort was, not surprisingly, too much for his brave heart.

				I did not hear the news of his death until much later that day. Mince Pie and I were competing in a show near Tetbury. No obstacles were involved. In fact, it was a straightforward beauty contest. You can say what you like about the eyesight and impartiality of the judges, but Mincie and I won. (It was, I believe, our solitary showing triumph: we were much better at bending, musical chairs, getting apples out of buckets full of flour, and other competitions in which dignity, never mind beauty, was not an essential.) I still wish Fafa could have heard about Mince Pie’s victory, humble as it was.

				As children, we used to go down to stay at Abernant almost every summer – often, I suppose, on our way to the seaside at Tenby or Harlech. (Tenby racecourse was the scene of a famous betting scam in January 1927, when a horse named Oyster Maid won a £44 selling race, leaving the bookmakers so disgruntled that they started to boycott the course. This in turn led to dwindling attendances and tiny fields – in 1935 the same four horses contested both selling hurdles on the same programme! – and the course eventually gave up the unequal struggle in 1936.) Uncle Trevor, a great storyteller, not only entertained us but encouraged us to ride – he had a pony called Mousie – and one year, when there was building going on at Hill Farm, we took Mince Pie to Abernant for the summer. The hero of Uncle Trevor’s stories was usually a dog called Pongo, confused in my memory with Nola, his beloved Kerry Blue who actually lived at Abernant.

				In the early years of the war, when an invasion looked a real possibility, my mother (who did not fish, and did not, in fact, much like Abernant) laid plans for an ‘evacuation’ there if the worst came to the worst. We actually buried a trunk full of tinned ham and other goodies in the Nant, halfway up the hill to Alt Mawr. I remember the great excitement when we fished it out in the early 1950s – finding the ham (and everything else) in perfect condition.

				Remembering these family summers at Abernant is an appropriate point to say that, as the youngest of four children with three older sisters, I have had the amazing good fortune to have been presented with three brothers-in-law, every single one of whom I have loved and admired. Hughie Dundas, Robby’s husband, is sadly dead, and so is my beloved youngest sister Jenny, both victims of cancer. ‘Cocky’ Dundas – his nickname was not descriptive of his character, only of his reddish hair and admittedly beak-like nose – flew Spitfires in the war, and his book Flying Start contains some of the best descriptions of action I ever read. Its last page contains this remarkable passage:

				On 29th April Venice was captured.

				The next day – the last of that blood-stained month – we were operating at the limit of our range, without bombs. Many vehicles were claimed destroyed by strafing. Four Spitfires were lost, one of their pilots killed, the others baling out or crash-landing. That was the last big day. On 2nd May there were only three missions, involving four aircraft each, and they had instructions simply to report enemy movement, not to attack.

				Five days later the Wing Log records: ‘We no longer carry out operations from this date. In other words the war in Italy has ceased.’

				And I was still alive.

				Hughie had made his first flight in a Spitfire on 13 March 1940. It was late in 1949 when he taxied in from his last.

				Owing to the loss of his second log book, he did not know exactly how many hours he spent in a Spitfire’s cockpit. But what he did know was that in all those desperate years the Spitfire never let him down. ‘On the occasions when we got into trouble together,’ he wrote, ‘the fault was invariably mine.’ Lovely to look at, delightful to fly, the Spitfire became the pride and joy of thousands of young men from practically every country in what, then, constituted the free world. Americans raved about her and wanted to have her; Poles were seduced by her; men from the old Dominions crossed the world and oceans to be with her; the Free French wrote love songs about her – and the Germans had to be content with envy of those lucky enough to fly her.

				Cocky also has a notable distinction in the racing sphere, as owner of the 1989 Hennessy Gold Cup winner Ghofar. Robby, mad keen about racing ever since childhood, asked me to try and find a chaser for them, so I sought the advice of David Elsworth, a trainer whom I’ve always considered a magically good judge of a horse. When he showed me this really rather weedy chestnut, I suggested that it was hardly the type to make a staying chaser. ‘You wait and see,’ countered David – and ever since the unforgettable day that my sister’s horse beat Brown Windsor and subsequent Grand National winner Mr Frisk to win the great Newbury race, he’s never let me forget my reluctance. (When in November 2002 the Racing Post published a ranking of previous Hennessy heroes, Robby was incensed to see Ghofar rated as the worst winner in the history of the race. The paper later retracted this disgraceful slur – in the nick of time, as the perpetrators were about to be skinned by my indignant sister!)

				Libby’s husband Philip Adams is also dead, but in his time enjoyed an extremely varied and distinguished Foreign Office career, mostly in the Middle East but with one particularly enjoyable and successful spell as Consul in Chicago.

				Just before Philip died, his son Geoffrey, then serving as Consul General in Jerusalem, was in London to advise at talks between Tony Blair and Yasser Arafat. The visit gave him time to bid his father a sad but wonderfully appropriate farewell – appropriate because Philip’s own first Foreign Office posting had been to Beirut in 1939, to learn Arabic. Somewhat to his surprise, he soon found himself Governor of Tyre! His last posting was as Ambassador to Cairo in 1973. Between those two dates, as one of the Foreign Office’s leading Arabists, he was on the spot to experience, at close quarters, every one of the major crises by which the Middle East was so regularly torn apart. (And to get to know many of the eccentric members of the expatriate community. When Philip waved to a friend on the other side of a street in Khartoum one day, Libby asked who it was. ‘Oh, that’s old “Harpic” Johnston,’ Philip replied. ‘Been round the bend for years.’)

				At one vital stage of the Yom Kippur war in 1973, for instance, the Americans, with no representative in Egypt, had to rely on Philip as their sole channel of communication with President Sadat. With Russia re-arming Egypt and America backing Israel, a nuclear confrontation looked as close as at any time since the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. On one occasion, when the Americans begged Philip to make urgent contact with Sadat, it was two o’clock in the morning. The President of Egypt had to receive his English friend in his pyjamas. But they trusted each other completely – and a ceasefire was duly achieved.

				In charge of Information and Intelligence in the Cairo Embassy at the time of Suez, Philip came to hear the (extremely classified) news of Eden’s plan to seize the Suez Canal. Disapproving deeply, and horrified at the probable consequences, he flew back to England to protest. But in an extraordinary (or maybe, at that particular stage of our history, not so extraordinary) piece of official disinformation, he was, so to speak, patted on the head and told not to worry, old man! He flew back, still fearing the worst, and sure enough, it came to pass – with the Anglo-French action disapproved of by very nearly everyone, notably, and most importantly, the United States.

				After those eventful years he and Libby came home to take charge of the Ditchley Foundation in Oxfordshire, a less hazardous post, perhaps, but, since Ditchley hosted regular conferences for international statesmen, one calling for every bit as much delicacy and tact. Philip, who was never short of those qualities, died in 2001 – having, as I’ve said, seen his son Geoffrey go back to face many, if not all, of the same insoluble Middle Eastern problems.

				Jenny’s husband, Freddy Burnaby-Atkins, a regular officer in the Black Watch, had the misfortune in 1940 to be captured (at the age of nineteen) by the Germans in Normandy. After a hungry and exhausting trek eastwards across Germany, Freddy and a number of fellow prisoners decided to escape. Fred and a friend called Fitz Fletcher dug their way out of Oflag 7 at Biberach through what was, at that stage of the war, the longest (and one of the narrowest) tunnels ever attempted by POWs. I understand that the ‘Wooden Horse’ tunnel, dug later, was a few yards longer, but Fred’s was plenty long enough – and, after emerging at the other end, he and Fitz plodded across the Third Reich for eleven days, travelling almost entirely by night, aiming for one particular especially recommended spot on the Swiss border. They hit it precisely and, following the instructions of their escape committee (every camp containing British prisoners had one), waited for the moment critique of, supposedly, ‘lowest vigilance’ at 3 a.m. But then disaster struck. Coming round the corner of a haystack, they found themselves confronted by an aged German with a gun.

				Looking back now (Freddy actually took my sister to inspect the spot!), neither he nor Fitz could say exactly why they did not overpower the old fellow. But however old the finger on the trigger, guns do go off if you pull it. Don’t forget they’d only eaten a few mouthfuls in the previous ten days.

				Not only my mother but all three of my sisters were in the ATS, and Elizabeth (Libby), the eldest, had an extremely active, widely travelled war. She and her commanding officer, Lady Maud Bailey, were two of the first ATS into North Africa, and Libby then followed the Eighth Army up Italy – doing her best not to fall in love with more than one member of that gallant corps at the same time. She has never forgotten one particularly energetic party, not long before VE day, when a New Zealand VC kept encouraging her from the side of the dance floor with loud, if not especially tactful, cries of ‘Go it, Tubby!’

				But Libby’s heart survived the war more or less intact, only to be captured by a charming, wise and extremely able diplomat. She met Philip Adams in Vienna, where she was working in the embassy for our cousin Sir Harold Caccia. Harold, a distinguished all-round athlete, was, incidentally one of the very few Etonians to get a Blue for rugby football, a game played only by a smallish minority at the Old Coll!

				Although we certainly did not realise its significance at the time, I remember clearly the elegant shoulder flash with which my middle sister Robby came home one day to our flat in Melbury Court, just opposite what was then the Kensington Regal cinema. It was the badge of SHAEF, Supreme HQ Allied Expeditionary Force – the huge multinational army which was being assembled in Britain for the invasion of Europe. Robby worked in such close proximity to General Eisenhower that she knew in advance the proposed date of the D-Day landings – and was horrified on the expected day to turn on her radio and hear precisely nothing about any military activity. What she did not then know was that the weather had intervened and caused D-Day to be postponed.

				But by then I saw my sisters only on rare occasions. I was incarcerated at Eton.
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