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            Not Bad for a Bad Lad
            

         
 
         THIS  IS THE STORY of my life. I’ve written it so you’ll know all the things  about your grandpa that you’ve got a right to know and that I never told  you. There’s no two ways about it: when I was young I was a bad lad.  I’m not proud of it, not one bit. Grandma has been saying for quite a  while now that it’s about time I told you everything, the truth, the  whole truth and nothing but the truth – before it’s too late, she says.  So here goes.
 
         
             

         
 
         I  was born in 1943, on the 5th of October. But you don’t want to know  that. It was a long time ago, that’s all, when the world was a very  different place. A whole lifetime ago for me.
 
         
             

         
 
         I  had a dad, of course I did, but I never met him. He just wasn’t there,  so I didn’t miss him. Well maybe I did, maybe I just didn’t know it at  the time. Ma had six children. I was number four and I was always  a bad lad, right from the start. Down our street there was this bomb  site – there were lots of houses around us all bombed to bits in the  war. There was a sign up outside the bomb site. It said: ‘Danger. Keep  Out’. Well of course I went in, didn’t I? And that’s because it was the  best place to play. I’m telling you, it was supreme. I could climb the  walls, I could make dens, I could chase  butterflies, and when Ma called me in for my tea I could hide away and  pretend I wasn’t there. I remember the local copper. He was called PC  Nightingale – some names you don’t forget – and he would come in after  me sometimes and chase me out. He’d shout it out all down the street how  he’d give me a right good hiding if he ever caught me in there again.
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         When  I was old enough to go to school, to St Matthias, down the road, I  discovered pretty quick that I didn’t like it, or they didn’t like me – a  bit of both, I reckon. That’s why I bunked off school whenever  I could, whenever I felt like it, which was quite often. The School  Attendance Officer would come round to the house and complain to Ma  about me. Sometimes he’d threaten to take me  away and put me in a home, then Ma would get all upset and yell at me,  and I’d yell back at her. We did a lot of yelling, Ma and me. I’d tell  her how the teachers were always having a go at me, whatever I was  doing, whenever I opened my mouth, that they whacked me with a ruler if I  talked back, or cheeked them, that I spent most of my lessons standing  with my face in the corner, so what was the point of being at school  anyway?
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         The  trouble was, and I can see now what I couldn’t see then, that I turned  out to be no good at anything the teachers wanted me to be good at. And  when I was no good they told me I was no good, and that just made the  whole thing worse. I couldn’t do my reading. I couldn’t do my writing. I  couldn’t do my arithmetic – sums and things like that. I was, “a  brainless, useless, good-for-nothing waste of space”.
         
 
         That’s what  Mr Mortimer called me one day in front of the whole school and he was  the head teacher, so he had to be right, didn’t he? There was only one  thing I did like at school and that was the music lessons, because we  had Miss West to teach us and Miss West liked me, I could tell. She was  kind to me, made me feel special. She smelled of lavender and face  powder and I loved that. She made me Drum Cupboard Monitor, and that  meant that whenever she wanted anything from the drum cupboard, she’d  give me the key and send me off to fetch a triangle, or the cymbals  maybe, or the tambourines, or a drum. And what’s more, she’d let me play  on them too. So when all the others were tootling away on their  recorders, I got to have a go on the drums, or the cymbals, or the  tambourine, or the triangle – but the triangle was a bit tinkly, didn’t  make a loud enough noise, not for me anyway. I liked the drum best. I  liked banging out the rhythm, loud, and Miss  West told me I had a really good sense of rhythm, that drums and me  were made for one another, even if I was sometimes, she said, “a wee bit  over-enthusiastic”.
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         Then Miss West left the school – I  don’t know why – and that made me very sad. I still played the drums  whenever I could, and I was still Drum Cupboard Monitor, but none of it was nearly so much fun without Miss West. I never forgot her though, and you’ll see why soon enough.
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         I  was that keen on drumming by now that I began to find ways of doing it  out of school. At home I’d play the spoons all the time, and drive Ma  half barmy with it. When she sent me out, I’d do it with sticks on the  railings, or on dustbin lids. Dustbin lids were best because if I banged them hard enough I could make a din like thunder that echoed all down the street, and sent the pigeons scattering.
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         Some  people, like Mrs Dickson who kept the shop on the corner, had two  dustbins outside, so I could stand there and bang away on two dustbin  lids at the same time, then I could pick them up and crash them together  like cymbals. You should have heard the racket that made! But Mrs  Dickson was a bit of a spoilsport. She’d come running out of her shop  and tick me off. She’d shoo me away with her broom, and call me “a bad,  bad lad” – and other things too that I’d better not mention.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Then I went and did something really stupid.
 
           I stole an orange from a barrow in the market. And what did I do? I  only ran round the corner, smack into PC Nightingale, who also told me I  was a bad lad. He took me back home, tweaking my ear all the way, and  told Ma what I had done, and that I needed a right good walloping. So  she said I was a bad lad too and smacked me on the back of my knees. The  day after that, things only went from bad to worse. 
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         In school the next morning, at assembly, Mr Mortimer told us he’d got a very serious announcement to make, very serious indeed. He said that PC Nightingale  had been in to see him with some very bad news, about an orange. I knew  I was in for it now. He held up the orange I’d nicked, or one just like  it, and told everyone that they had an orange thief in the school. I  knew what was coming. He called out my name and pointed right at me with  his yellow nicotiney finger. Everyone turned round to look at me, which  I didn’t much mind – actually, to be honest, I quite enjoyed that part  of it – you know, the fame part, the recognition.  After all, I was the school’s chief troublemaker. That was what I was  good at, being a troublemaker. I was proud of it too. I had my  reputation. I was someone to be reckoned with and I liked that.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Mr  Mortimer got me up there in front of everyone, and told me to hold out  my hand, and then he whacked me with the ruler – which I did mind, because  this time it was with the edge of the ruler, on the back of my hand, on  my knuckles, and it hurt like billy-o. And, yes, you’ve guessed it, he  told me I was a bad lad, and how I’d bought shame on myself and on the  whole school.
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         Worst of all though, he said I wasn’t Drum Cupboard   Monitor any more, and that I wasn’t going to  be allowed to play on  the drums any more, nor on the  cymbals, nor even on the silly triangle,  not ever.  Well, that was it, the final straw, that and my bruised   knuckles. Now I was mad, really mad – and I’m not  excusing myself – but  that was why I went and did  something that was even more stupid than  nicking the  orange in the first place.
         
 
         Because I’d been Drum Cupboard Monitor, I knew  exactly where the drum cupboard key was kept, didn’t I? On the hook in  the back of the teacher’s desk. So at break time I took the key, opened  the drum cupboard and pinched the biggest drum of the lot, my favourite.  Then, banging it as loud as I could, and with the whole school  watching, I marched through the playground, out of the school gates and  down the road. I went on banging that drum all the way home. I got  expelled for that, which was all right by me, because without Miss West  there I hated the place anyway.
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         The  other schools Ma sent me to after that weren’t much better. The trouble  was, they all knew I was a bad lad before I even got there. It’s  obvious, isn’t it? They expected me to be a troublemaker and so that’s  just what I was, every time. In the end I ran out of schools that would  have me. I couldn’t even begin to count the number of times they caned  me. It hurt, of course it did. But it was water off a duck’s back to me.  By the time I was fourteen I’d left school behind me and found myself a  part-time job in a garage, which was all right with me because I liked  cars. But at nights I was out on the streets and getting myself into all  sorts of trouble and strife.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         By  now I’d got in with a gang of bigger kids and I wasn’t nicking just  oranges any more. Anything they could do, I could do better. I had to  prove myself, that’s how I saw it. One evening we saw this car parked in  the street, a nice shiny-looking MG it was. It wasn’t locked and the  driver had left his key in the ignition. Well, I was used to cars,  wasn’t I? I knew a little bit about them. So, just to show off to the  other kids, I got in and drove it away. Simple.
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         I  roared around the place for half an hour or so, until I hit the kerb  and got a puncture. I was just about to get out and leg it, when I saw  this pen lying there on the passenger seat – gold topped it was with a  gold arrow, very smart, and must be worth a bit too, I thought. So I  pocketed it and then got out of there, smartish. Before I went home I  flogged the pen outside The Horse and  Plough, the pub down our street, and for the very first time in my life,  I had proper money in my hand. Five shillings I got for it. All right,  that’s only twenty-five pence in today’s money, but that was a lot then,  a small fortune to me.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Next thing I knew, the police came round to our house that evening to question me. They said someone  had seen me that afternoon getting out of a stolen car. I told them I’d  been at home all the time, and that anyway, I didn’t know how to drive.  They went and searched the house, but they  didn’t find anything. I’d  hidden my five shillings in the water  cistern above  the lavvy out the back – y’know, the toilet. They were   always out the back in those days.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When  they’d gone Ma gave me the rollicking of  my life. She took me by the  shoulders and shook me  till my teeth rattled. She said she knew I’d  done it.  “You weren’t home this afternoon, were you? You  lied, didn’t  you? I should have told them, I should  have.” She was crying and  shouting at the same time,  really angry with me she was. “Reform  school,  Borstal, that’s where you belong. Maybe they can  knock some  sense into you, because I can’t. You’re  nothing but trouble. You can’t  be good like other  kids, can you? Oh no, you’ve got to go nicking  stuff,  thieving, lying. Where d’you think that’s going to get  you  anyway? Crime doesn’t pay. Never did. Don’t  you know that? Don’t you  know anything?”
 
         
             

         
 
         Ma was so upset I was worried she might go after  the coppers and tell them. But she didn’t, thank goodness.   So I was in the clear. I’d got away with it. After  that, I got away  with it again and again. Most of the  others in our gang were a lot  older than me, and a  whole lot better at thieving than I was. But I was  learning fast, all the tricks of the  burgling trade: how you choose your house, take your time in staking it  out, prise open windows, pick door locks and break into safes. And you  had to know who the fences were because you had to get rid of the loot,  all the stolen stuff, the incriminating stuff as quick as possible. In  only a year or two I was a fully trained thief and a bad lad through and  through. But there was one thing I never learned properly: how not to  get caught.
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         For maybe a year or so, everything looked as  if it was working out fine. I was doing very nicely thank you. Who says  crime doesn’t pay, Ma? That’s what I was thinking. I had more than  enough money to buy anything and everything I wanted: flash suits, flash  watch and flash motorbike. I could show-off to everyone at home, brag about how well I was doing to anyone who would listen. The girls were taking quite a fancy  to me too, and I didn’t mind that either, not one bit. They all thought  I was quite a lad. I even bought Ma one of those new-fangled television  sets. She was mighty pleased with that, I can tell you. Quite proud of  me she was, but that was only because she thought I’d gone back to my  old job at the garage, because that’s what I’d told her. She never knew  where the money came from, nor what I was getting up to. Mind you, she  never asked. Thinking back now, I reckon that might have been because  she didn’t want to know. She wasn’t stupid, my Ma.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Then  one night my luck ran out. I’d done a good clean job, in and out of an  empty house, quiet as a mouse, no one there, no bother. I’d nicked some silver  and some jewellery, nice stuff too. Everything seemed tickety-boo. But  as I was coming away from the house I saw this copper riding towards me  on his bike. I should have just walked on by – he wouldn’t have even  noticed I was there. But oh no, I had to go and make a run for it. First  rule in the book: always walk away from a job, never run. He blew his  whistle and I was off down the road, going like a greyhound.
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          He  chased after me, over a building site, across a railway line. I chucked  away all the stuff I’d pinched. Lose the evidence, that’s what I was  thinking, but I couldn’t lose him. In the end, I scrambled over the wall  into someone’s back garden, and then I saw this greenhouse. So I dived  in there, nifty as you like, and hid myself in amongst a whole forest of  tomato plants. For a while there was a lot of shouting and dancing  torchlights out there, but then it all went quiet. It was just me and a  big round moon up there and tomatoes all around me. I thought I’d just  lie low for a bit, until things calmed down, until I was quite sure I was in the clear.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Half  an hour or so later I was still sitting there in the greenhouse,  happily scoffing down a nice ripe tomato, when I looked up and saw this  little boy standing there in his striped pyjamas.
 
         
             

         
 
         “That’s  one of my dad’s tomatoes,” he said. “That’s stealing, that is. You’re  the one the coppers were after, aren’t you? You’re a bad’n, I know you  are.”
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         And then, before I could stop him, he ran  for it, shouting his head off. In no time at all there were coppers  everywhere and they took me away. I got sentenced to a year in Borstal  for breaking and entering.   It would have been more if Miss West hadn’t come and spoken up for me.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It was very kind of her, but I felt so ashamed of myself when I saw her coming into the court. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her properly.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The  magistrate told me just what he thought of me. “You’ve been a bad lad,  haven’t you?” he said. “However, your old teacher, Miss West, tells us  you’re not a bad lad at heart and I’m inclined to believe  her, to give you the benefit of the doubt. But you have been stupid,  that’s for sure, and you’ve got yourself in with the wrong sort.” He  leaned forward and looked at me over his glasses. “You’ve wasted your  life up until now, young man,” he went on. “You’re only sixteen, still  young. You can make a fresh start. You can put things right if you want  to. It’s up to you. You’ll have a year in Borstal to think things over,  to learn your lesson. Take him away.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Silly old goat, I was thinking. But I knew in my heart of hearts, even as I was thinking it, that I was the silly one, not him.
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         So  after a few nights in a police cell, they drove me away to this Borstal  place, a sort of reform school I was told, somewhere in Suffolk. But I  didn’t much care where it was. I’d never felt more miserable in all my  life. Only one thing bucked me up on that horrible  journey. It was something Miss West had said about me in the court:  “He’s like all of us. He just needs to feel good about himself. He’s got  good in him, I know he has. He needs a second chance. All I’m asking is  that you give him that chance. He’ll come right one day, you’ll see.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I kept her words in my head the whole way. Truth be told, I’ve kept them in my head my whole life.
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         There  were a dozen or more of us in that Black Maria van, all lads about my  age, all bad lads. None of us spoke a word the whole way. Half an hour  after we arrived, they took us into the gym and told us to change into  the blue uniforms they’d given us. Then in he came.
 
         
             

         
 
         “My  name’s Sir,” he barked. We found out later that he did have a proper  name, Mr Roley. He looked a bit like Mr Mortimer, small with a neat  little moustache under his nose, a bit like Hitler’s I thought, except  it was ginger. He had a voice like a trombone. We huddled together like  a flock of sheep, all of us afraid. He looked at us and shook his head  in disgust. “Every one of you is a bad apple. Rotten apples, the lot of  you,” he went on. “That’s why you’re here. And I’m here to cut out the  bad bit, the rotten bit. Simple as that. You do as you’re told. You work  hard and you behave yourselves, and you’ve got nothing to worry about.  You can be happy as you like in here. But you give me any trouble, any  lip, any attitude, then I’ll make you wish you’d never been born. Is  that quite clear? And just to be sure I make myself clear, I’m going to  do you a favour. I’m going to show you what’ll happen to any of you if  you step out of line.” Suddenly, he was pointing right at me.  “You, in the front. Over here! Now!”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ten  of the best with a cane he gave me, stretched  over the wooden vaulting  horse. Worst beating I ever  had. It hurt like hell, but I never let  on. I didn’t want  to give him the satisfaction. It went on hurting for   days afterwards. But when all’s said and done, I  reckon it was all my  fault in the first place. I  shouldn’t have been at the front, should I?
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           I can tell you that during those first weeks locked  up in Borstal I  did an awful lot of hard thinking. My  head was full of questions that I  couldn’t answer.  How did I get to be here? Was this how I was going   to spend the rest of my life from now on, behind the  walls of a prison,  shut off from the rest of the world?  Which was I, stupid or bad, or  both? Or was Miss  West right? Did I have some good in me?
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         I don’t think I spoke a word to anyone in that  place for a month or more. I felt like I was sleepwalking  through it all, the two-mile run every morning,  laying bricks for hours on end in all weathers, making  bread in the kitchens, weeding in the vegetable garden,  Mr Roley and the others watching us like  hawks the whole time. They  never let up on us. We  didn’t have a moment to ourselves. But the worst   thing wasn’t the work, nor Mr Roley, nor the food,  which was always  about as disgusting as they could  make it, I reckon. It was listening  to one of the other  lads crying himself to sleep at night. That would always  get me going, and I’d be crying myself then. I  just couldn’t help it.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         There  were twenty other lads in my dormitory. I  didn’t want to speak to any  of them in the early days.  I didn’t want to know them. Some nights I  turned my  face to the wall and just wished I was dead.
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         And when I wasn’t wishing I was dead, I was dreaming  of bunking off, doing a runner, like I sometimes used to do at St  Matthias when I got into trouble. But I knew there was no point. I mean,  where would I go? Ma didn’t want me at home any more, I knew that. And  besides, one or two of the other lads had already tried it, and they  were always brought back. True to his word, Mr Roley would have them in  the gym and give them ten of the best and we’d have to stand there and  watch it too.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         So  after a while I stopped thinking about running off and I decided I  would make the best of a bad job: just do my time, keep my head down,  and keep myself out of trouble. My  favourite part of every day was the two-mile run we had to do before  breakfast, because that’s when we got to go outside the walls, and even  down to the beach sometimes, which was only a mile or so away. I liked  running, and running fast too, running like I’d never stop. I liked the  beach too, and the sea air, and the gulls, and the fishing boats out at  sea. All the while I could make-believe I was free, free as the gulls.  The other lads – and most of them really hated that early morning run –  told me I must be mad to like it, bonkers, off my rocker, but they could say what they liked, I didn’t mind.
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         There was one place on the run where I sometimes used to slow down to get a better look: the stables. It was a funny thing (and when I think about it, which I do a lot, it was a pretty wonderful thing really),  but this Borstal place had some stables, horses’ stables, where a few  of the lads used to come to work for a few hours each day.
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         Every time I ran past there, the horses would be looking  out at me, with their heads over the stable doors, and their ears  pricked. It was like they were waiting for me to run by. They would look  at me and I would look at them. They’d have a good old whinny at me  sometimes too and I’d wave back – pretty silly I know, but I could  hardly whinny, could I? There was a bit of a whiff coming out of those  stables, I can tell you. But I quite liked the smell of horses, always  did. It reminded me of the milkman’s horse in our street. Lovely fellow  he was – the horse not the milkman.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         From time to time, as I ran by, I’d see this old bloke in there with the horses. I knew he was old because  he had silvery hair and a moustache to match. Very smart and tidy he  always was, the sort of fellow who looked after himself. Everyone called  him Mr Alfie, but that’s all I knew about him. I’d seen a few of the  lads working in there with him and I’d often   thought that wouldn’t be a bad old job if I could get it, better than bricklaying or baking anyway.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         But there was something else that really interested me every time I ran past those stables. There was always  music. Mr Alfie would be out there in the yard, pushing a wheelbarrow,  or grooming the horses, or shovelling muck, and there’d often be music  playing on the radio – ‘wireless’ they called it in those days. It was  big bands mostly, or jazz, and it was the kind of music I liked, lots of  rhythm, and lots of drumming too. And  when Mr Alfie had the music on I wouldn’t be running by at all, I’d be  trotting, then walking, slowly, very slowly, so I could listen for as  long as possible.
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          One day – and as it turned out it was just about the luckiest day of my life – I was out on the morning  run as usual and coming past the stables when I heard the music playing  again. I’d slowed right down to a walk and that’s when I saw this Mr  Alfie bloke standing there by the fence watching me, mopping his brow  with his handkerchief. He called me over, so I went.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “You like horses, son?” he asked me.
 
         “They’re all right.” I told him. “Bit smelly.”
 
         “Of course they are, son. But do you like them?”
 
         “I suppose so.”
 
         “You want to give us a hand with them then?”
 
         “What now?”
 
         “Tomorrow,” Mr Alfie said. “You can start tomorrow.  I need another pair of hands. I’ll speak to Mr Roley. I’ve been  watching you out on your run and I thought you liked horses. Every time  you come past here, you always slow down and have a good long look.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “That’s  because of the music, on the wireless,” I told him. “I like music. I  like drumming. I play the drums – I used to anyway.”
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         “Well, there’s a thing. I’m a bit of a drummer myself,”  Mr Alfie said. “Tell you the truth, there’s only one thing I like more  than my music, and that’s my horses. Suffolk Punch horses they are and  they take a lot of looking after. You don’t mind hard work do you?”
         
 
         “’Course not,” I told him.
 
         
             

         
 
         So  that’s how, the very next day after breakfast, I found myself helping  out in the stables, along with a couple of other lads, giving Mr Alfie a  hand with his horses. He’d fixed it up with Mr Roley, just as he’d said  he would. From now on, for most of every day, I’d be working with those  great big beautiful horses, alongside Mr Alfie. I loved it, loved the  horses, loved listening to the music, loved every moment of it all. Mind  you, having to leave the horses and go back behind the walls afterwards was always hard, really hard.
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         I  think maybe I should tell you something about Mr Alfie and his horses,  because without them none of the rest of this story would have turned  out the way it did. I soon found out that Mr Alfie knew more about  Suffolk horses than any man alive. He’d even written a book about them.  He knew them and he loved them. And these Suffolk horses aren’t your ordinary  horses. They are gigantic, I mean massive. They stand higher than your  head, however tall you are. And they’re strong. You cannot believe how  strong they are. Mr Alfie had grown up with them on the  farm when he was a kid and he’d worked with horses of one kind or  another, practically all his life, ploughing the fields, mowing the hay.  He’d left the farm for a while, to go and fight in the First World War.  He’d been there with horses too, mostly with cavalry horses he told me.  But for Mr Alfie, his Suffolk horses were always the best. “My gentle giants,” he used to call them.
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         Every  time we went down to the stables we’d be mucking them out, shaking out  the straw for their bedding, putting up the hay for them or filling  their water buckets. And did they eat a lot, those horses! Did they  drink a lot! And did they make a mess! I’d never been kept so busy in  all my life and I’d never enjoyed myself so much either, specially when  Mr Alfie had his music on. But he kept us at it. We’d be cleaning the  tack, polishing the brasses, doing whatever   needed doing, and there was always something.
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         After a while, a couple of weeks it must have been, Mr Alfie began to let me do some of the grooming,  and soon enough I was out with the other lads, who’d been stable lads  longer than me, exercising the horses, even riding them out sometimes.  All the time, he was teaching us how to behave around horses. “You have  to treat them the same way you have to treat people,” he told me once.  “First you have to try to understand what’s going on in their heads,  what they’re feeling. Then you have to respect those feelings.  Do that with anyone, and you’ll get on fine. Do it with any horse and  you’ll get on fine. It’s as simple as that.” Of course it wasn’t at all  simple, because what he didn’t tell me was  that it takes a lifetime to get to know how horses feel. I know now that  it takes a lifetime to get to know how people feel too. So Mr Alfie was  right, twice over.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I  reckon I must have been working with the horses for a couple of months  or so, and was getting the hang of things quite well. I arrived at the  stables one morning and got to work right away, grooming Bella out in  the yard – she was the biggest of the mares we had in the stables:  eighteen hands high, and that’s big, too big to argue with that’s for  sure. Anyway I looked up and there was Mr Alfie coming towards me. He  stood and watched me for a while, not saying anything.  He did that quite a bit, so I wasn’t bothered. The wireless was playing  as usual, a Louis Armstrong number: ‘Jeepers Creepers’.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I remember that very well because the next moment  what Mr Alfie said to me next has stayed in my mind ever since. “You  know what I think son?” he said. “I think you’re not bad for a bad lad,  not a bad lad at all.” Those few words meant more to me then than I can  ever say. They still do. “When you’ve finished with Bella,” he went on, “I’ve got a bit of a job for you.” A few minutes later he was walking me to the end stable.
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         “In  here,” he said, opening the door. “He came in last night.  Five-year-old, he is. Dombey, he’s called. He’s not a Suffolk, but he’s  as good as. Not quite as big maybe, but the same type. Brown and white.  ‘Skewbald’, we call that. Handsome looking fellow isn’t he? But he’s a  bit upset.” I could see that. Unlike all the other horses, who were  always looking out over their stable doors, all bright-eyed and happy,  this one was standing with his head down, in the darkest corner of the  stable.
 
         
             

         
 
         “Where  he’s come from they couldn’t manage him,” Mr Alfie told me. “He’s a bit  of a handful it seems. Dombey’s had a hard time. Someone’s taken a  stick to him, that’s what I think. But he’s strong as you  like, kind eye, big heart. He’s a good sort. I know a good sort when I  see one. That’s why I’ve taken him on. That’s why I took you on. But  Dombey’s frit, and he’s miserable. He’s off his food too. All he needs  is someone he can trust, someone who can understand  him and gentle him. So I thought, why not you? I want you just to spend  time with him, son, talk to him, give him a pat, tell him he’s a good  lad, make him feel he’s wanted. He’s got to feel like someone loves him.  But watch him, mind. They say he’s got a mighty powerful kick on him.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Only  the next morning I was to find that out for myself. I thought I was  doing everything just right. I went into the stable nice and slow,  talking to him all the while. His tail swished a bit, so I knew he was a  bit nervy. I stood by his head for a long time, just whispering to him,  smoothing his neck, stroking his ears gently.
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         He  liked that, everything was fine. He looked happy  enough to have me  there. After a bit I thought that  was probably enough for a first  meeting. I was feeling  quite pleased with myself. I gave him a goodbye  pat and walked out slowly the way I’d come in, behind   him. Big mistake. I didn’t even see him kick me,  but I felt it all  right. The next thing I knew I was  lying there on my back in the straw,  feeling like a  right nitwit.
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         Mr Alfie was leaning over the stable door. “He  kicked you then?” he said, smiling down at me. “Did  it hurt?”
 
         “What d’you think?” I told him, rubbing at my leg  to ease away the pain.
 
         “Well son, whatever you did, you won’t do it  again  then, will you?” Mr Alfie said. “It’ll take time.  It always takes time  to learn to trust someone.” He  wasn’t showing me much sympathy.  “Anyway,” he  went on, looking up at Dombey, who was chomping  away at  his hay, “Dombey seems to be eating well  enough now. So he’s happy  about something. You  must have done something right then.” That was the   thing about Mr Alfie, he always said something to  buck you up and  make you feel better about yourself.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It took time, just like Mr Alfie had said, for  Dombey and me to learn to get along, months of talking   to him, of grooming him, of exercising him, of  just being with him.  He never kicked me again, but  then I never gave him cause. I never  walked behind  him again in the stable. I got to know his little ways,   and he got to know mine. He grew to be as bold and  as bright-eyed as  the others, always looking out over  the stable door whenever I came  into the yard, waiting  for me.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I made two good friends in that stable yard, two of  the best I ever had.
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          Dombey  and me became like brothers. I was never so happy in all my life than  when I was riding Dombey along the beach. Mr Alfie gave me special  permission to do that. He told me I should gallop him through the  shallows. He needed it, he said. It would be good for him to stretch his  legs and build up his strength. Dombey loved every moment of it and so  did I. In one way, he was like a little brother to me, because I was  looking after him. But then in another way he was my big brother,  because he was big. When he pushed me or shoved me or nudged me, it was  only gently and only ever in fun, just to let me know from time to time  that this little brother was also a big brother too, and I’d better  remember it. I always did.
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         As for Mr Alfie, well he became the father I never  had. And I wasn’t treated any different than the others.   He was like that with all of us, all the lads who  worked in his yard.  Just so long as we worked hard,  just so long as we did all we could  for his ‘gentle giants’,  then he treated us like we were family, like  proper family, and most of us had never had that.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Then one morning when I was mucking out  Bella’s stable, Mr Alfie came over to me and said he wanted a word. He put his arm round my shoulder as  we walked away, so I knew something was up, that  something was wrong.
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         “I’ve  got a bit of sad news, son, and a bit of glad  news as well,” he  said.“Sad news first, eh? Best to get  it over with quick. Dombey’s been  sold, son. They’re  coming to take him away in a couple of hours. But   the glad news is that if things turn out as I think they  will, then  he’ll have a good home for life and a job  for life – I’d say just about  the best job and the best  home a horse could have. And that’ll be down  to you,  son. You’ve made him a happy horse. The rest was  inside him  already, all his strength, all his kindness,  in his blood you might  say. But you made him happy,  so he behaves himself now, and where he’s  going  that’ll be very important.”
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Where is he going?” I asked.
 
         “I  can’t tell you that, son, not yet,” Mr Alfie said.  “It’s all very  hush-hush for the moment. They’ve  been to see him and they think he’s  just right, just the  horse they’re looking for. They’re taking him on  trial  for six months, but if he’s the horse I think he is and  he  behaves himself, then they’ll keep him. That’s all I  can tell you at  the moment. Don’t you go worrying  yourself about Dombey, son. There  won’t be a horse  in the land better looked after and that’s a promise.”
 
         
             

         
 
         I  don’t mind telling you that once Mr Alfie had  gone I went into  Dombey’s stable, sat down in the  straw and sobbed my heart out. Dombey  came over  to me and nuzzled at my neck to try to cheer me up.  Everyone  in the yard, all the other lads, knew how I  felt about Dombey. They’d  ribbed me about him  often enough, how we spent so much time together   that the two of us were practically married. But they  weren’t teasing  me any more now. They all had their  favourites and they knew well  enough how bad I  must be feeling.
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         Later  that morning in the stable, I gave Dombey one last hug and told him he  was going somewhere where he would be happy, but that he was on trial,  so he’d got to behave himself. Mr Alfie let me lead him up into the  lorry, where I said my last goodbyes. As they drove him out of the yard  we heard him give the tailboard of the lorry a thumping great kick. We  all of us laughed at that, which was just as well, because I’d have  cried again otherwise.
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         “You will let me know how he gets on, won’t  you?” I asked Mr Alfie as I left the stable that afternoon.
         
 
         “Of course I will, son,” he said.
 
         
             

         
 
         But  he never did, because when I got to the yard  the next day, they told  me that Mr Alfie was off sick  and he wouldn’t be back for a while. I  never got to  see him again. A few days later I had a nice surprise.  Mr  Roley called me in. They’d decided to let me out  early, three months  early, for good behaviour. Of  course I was pleased as punch about that,  over the  moon, but I never got to say goodbye to Mr Alfie.
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         Something  very strange happens, I discovered, when you come out after you’ve been  locked up. Everyone looks at you, in the street, on the buses, in the  shops, as if they know where you’ve been. But do you know what’s worse  still? You don’t feel like you belong anywhere. You feel like a stray  dog. They gave me a room in a hostel – poky little place, more like a  kennel it was. I didn’t know where to go, nor what to do with myself. I  couldn’t go home, because they didn’t want to see me any more – I can’t  blame them, not really.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For  a couple of months I just wandered the streets getting to know all the  other stray people – and there’s lots of them out there, believe you me –  who were doing much the same thing as me, wandering the streets and  wishing the days away. Some of them had been on the streets for years. I  didn’t want to end up like them, but I knew that’s the way I was  heading and I didn’t think there was much I could do about it.
 
         
             

         
 
         Then  one warm summer evening, I decided it might be an idea to go into the  park and find myself a nice park bench where I could spend the night. I  was fed up with the four walls of my stuffy little room at the  hostel. I lay there that night looking up at the stars and I remember  thinking about Mr Alfie, and hoping he was better, and about Dombey,  wondering where he’d gone, whether he was behaving himself and who was  looking after him now.
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         And  I was wondering too where Miss West was these days, and whether I’d  ever see anything of any of them ever again. I went to sleep. The first  thing I heard when I woke up was the sound of trotting horses, lots of  snorting and snuffling, and jingling harnesses, and a whinny or two as  well. I sat up. I thought I must still be dreaming. But I wasn’t.
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         There  were dozens of horses coming towards me in twos, one of each pair being  ridden, the other being led. As they came closer I could see there were  soldiers riding them, all in khaki uniforms, with peaked caps. They  trotted right past me. The horses were magnificent, not big sturdy  Suffolk horses like Mr Alfie’s, but sleek-looking thoroughbreds with  shining coats and tossing heads. None of the soldiers spoke to me as  they rode by, except for the last one, who wasn’t leading a second horse  like all the others – and that was just as well, I was thinking,  because the horse he was riding was really playing up. All wild-eyed and  skippy and up on his toes he was.
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Nice  morning,” said the soldier. And that’s all he had time to say, because  that’s when it happened, just as he was talking to me.
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         Suddenly  this dog came charging out of the trees from behind my bench, barking  his head off, a little scruffy-looking thing he was. Well of course that  skippy horse took one look at him, shied, reared up, then threw his  rider and took off into the park. I did the first thing that came into  my head. I went after the horse. I caught up with him in the end, just  before he reached the road. I was a bit puffed out by this time. He was  still quite upset, but I could see that he had  calmed  down a little, enough to be nuzzling at the grass. I sweet-talked him  as I came towards him, just like I’d learned to do with Dombey.
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         When  I got close enough, I managed to smoothe his neck and stroke his ears  and finally I got hold of his reins and began to walk him back. The  whole column of horses had stopped by now and I saw the soldier who’d been thrown limping towards me.
         
 
         “You all right?” I asked him.
 
         “Bit  knocked about, but I’ll be fine. Stupid ruddy dog,” he said. “But you  did well to catch my horse before he got on the road. I owe you one. He  was a bit full of himself this morning. He gets like that.” He took the  reins from me. “You know horses, don’t you?” he went on. “I mean you’re  really good with them. We could do with a fellow like you in the regiment.  Ever fancied being a soldier?”
         
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         “What, with horses?”
 
         “Why  not?” said the soldier. “It’s what I am. I get three square meals a  day, and a warm bed to sleep in. Pay’s not brilliant, but it’ll do. We  have a pretty good time, us and the horses. You should try it.”
 
         And I remembered then that Mr Alfie had been a soldier once, and with horses too.
 
         “Maybe I will,” I told him.
 
         “Tell you what you do then,” he said. “Just go down the road to that big building there beyond the trees.  It’s where we’re headed now. Follow where the horse poos lead. You  can’t miss it. Ask for the duty officer. I’ll tell him what’s happened,  tell him to expect you.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Well,  I’d got nothing much else to do, had I? Why not give it a go, I  thought. So that same morning I did what the soldier had said, followed  the horse poos, and went along there. To cut a long story short, that’s  how I joined the army.
 
         
             

         
 
         A  few weeks of being shouted at and marching up and down and polishing  boots and badges, a few more weeks of driving around in armoured cars,  and then they let me have a go on the horses.
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         I could not believe my luck. From sleeping rough on a park bench to sitting up there on my shiny black horse,  with a shiny helmet on my head, and a shiny breastplate to match, in a  pair of the longest, shiniest, blackest boots you ever saw, and a  shining sword over my shoulder. I just didn’t think life could get any  shinier.
         
 
         But it did.
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         It was the day of my first big  parade, the Queen’s Birthday Parade it was, and the band was there too. I  heard them before I saw them, the big drum thumping away. Then they came round the corner, the full regimental  mounted band, all of them playing their instruments, on horseback. What  a sound it was! What a sight it was! And out in front of the band was  this huge drum horse, a silver kettledrum on either side of him, and the  Drum Major banging away on them, like he was having the time of his  life. Then I looked again. I can tell you, I nearly fell off my horse.  That drum horse was brown and white! That drum horse was a skewbald! It  was Dombey! No mistake, it was my Dombey!
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I  sat there on my horse during that whole parade, making up my mind there  and then that one day I’d be up there riding Dombey, that one day it  would be me banging away on those shiny silver kettledrums.
 
         
             

         
 
         When the parade was over I went to see Dombey in his stable. He knew me right away and I can’t tell you how happy that made me.
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         It took me a few years of course, and I had to work hard, but I got there in the end. It was the proudest day of my life that first time riding out as Drum Major on old Dombey – and he was quite old by then – banging out the rhythm for the band, the whole of London echoing with it. As I rode along the Mall up to the Palace, there were crowds everywhere, clapping and smiling. They weren’t looking at me, they were looking at Dombey – I know that.
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          I kept thinking all the while of Mr Alfie and Miss  West, and all they’d done for me, how they’d kept  faith with me, and I just hoped they were somewhere  in the crowd out there and watching me. More than  anything I wanted them to be proud of me. I swear I  kept hearing Mr Alfie’s voice in my head, saying the  same thing over and over, the beat of the drum in  every word:
 
         
             

         
 
         “Not bad for a bad lad, Not a bad lad at all.”
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         So now you know my whole life story – well,  most of it anyway. Of course I had my ups and  downs, as you do. Life’s not simple. Things don’t always  work out exactly as you hope they will. I never  saw Ma again. I was angry with her and she was  angry with me. It’s my worst regret. Terrible thing,  anger. My little brother told me at her funeral, that  she did come to see me once on parade in Whitehall.  He said she talked about me all the time after that.
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         As for Miss West, she wrote to me a few months  ago, out of the blue, after she’d seen a picture of me  in the paper. She’s in a home now, in Sussex, but still  hale and hearty at ninety-three. We go and have tea  with her, your Grandma and me, and talk about the  time when I was Drum Cupboard Monitor. I always  feel about ten years old when I’m with her. Funny  that. I feel so lucky that we found one another again  after so long.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         All in all, I’ve been a lucky lad, luckier than I deserve,  that’s for sure. I’ve had my children and my  grandchildren, and I’ve had Grandma with me all  these years. It’s her that’s kept me going. She bucks  me up when I need it, and I’ve needed it a lot, needed  her a lot. Sometimes she says I still love Dombey  more than I love her, which is not true.
         
 
         But it’s a close thing.
 
         
         
 
         Michael Morpurgo
 
         Michael Morpurgo is, in his own words, “oldish,  married with three children, and a grandfather six  times over.” Born in 1943, he attended schools in  London, Sussex and Canterbury. He went on to London  University to study English and French, followed  by a step into the teaching profession and a job in a  primary school. It was there that he discovered what  he wanted to do:
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “We had to read the children a story every day and  my lot were bored by the book I was reading. I decided  I had to do something and told them the kind of  story I used to tell my kids… I could see there was  magic in it for them, and realised there was magic in  it for me.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         In 1976 Michael and his wife, Clare, started the charity  ‘Farms For City Children’ (FFCC), which gives  young children from inner city and urban areas an  opportunity to work on farms in the heart of the  countryside. They now have three farms and Michael  is patron to many, many more charities.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Michael divides his time between working with children on the farms and writing. “For me, the greater part of writing is daydreaming, dreaming the dream of my story until it hatches out – the writing down of it I always find hard. But I love finishing it, then… sharing my dream with my readers.”
         
 
         Michael Foreman
 
         Michael Foreman grew up during the Second World War in the fishing village of Pakefield in Suffolk. As the beach was sprinked with mines and covered with barbed wire, bombsites became his playground. His mother ran the Pakefield newsagent and it was during his daily paper round that Michael met a teacher from Lowestoft Art School who encouraged him to attend his Saturday art class for children. Michael’s talent was obvious, so his teacher suggested that he come to the art school two afternoons a week, eventually attending the art school full time.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Michael’s first book, The General, was published while he was still a student at the Royal College of Art in London. Since that first book, Michael has become one of the greatest creators of children’s books of recent times. A great traveller, he has illustrated collections of fairytales and legends from all over the world, as well as the works of Dickens, Shakespeare, Roald Dahl, Rudyard Kipling, Robert Louis Stevenson and many others. His most famous, award-winning collaboration is with Michael Morpurgo. This book is their twenty-third book together.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Michael has also written and illustrated an amazing collection of books himself, many based on personal experience, including the autobiographical War Boy, which won the Kate Greenaway Medal, and War Game, which won the Nestlé Smarties Book Prize.
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