1.
The summer holidays
“Our teacher of those days, Mrs Simpson, was a dreadful old witch,” explained Tom, “she even had a wart on her nose and a semi-reasonable beard of grey hairs on her chin! However, what we, especially the boys, all hated about her was her boney fingers. If you did anything wrong in class such as talking, or made a mistake in your work, or your handwriting wasn’t quite to her approval, the old hex would walk up to where you were sitting and commence to tell you of the error of your ways while at the same time emphase this by drilling a boney finger into your arm, or bouncing an equally boney knuckle on your head. After an hour or two with her you went home black and blue! 
Yes, we boys got it worse than the girls, primarily because our handwriting was worse than theirs. The content of essays or correctness of answers didn’t appear to matter a jot, it was the neatness of the handwriting that was important. Flowing, flowery letters all at the same height and all slanted at the same angle, with long curling, swirling tails scored well. I can remember it like yesterday,” said Frank, and then added with a wry smile, “I didn’t get very good marks.”
“Much to my mother’s disappointment and disapproval, my two best friends of those days were the Thompson twins; Edward (Teddy) and Robert (Bobby). Although they were twins, they were very different, as twins sometimes can be. I suppose I was more friendly with Teddy. He was much more light hearted and carefree than his more serious brother and could and did get on with everyone and anyone. You couldn’t dislike Teddy. He was game for anything and everything, and would happily jump into things with both feet, and, if they did go a bit pear-shaped he always seemed to be able to either avoid getting caught or wriggle his way out! His brother was not quite as out-going as Teddy - but then who could be? However, Bobby, who was a slightly stockier version of Teddy to look at, certainly made up for that in brain power. He was one of those people who once they had read something or been told something, just knew it. Unlike the rest of us, he didn’t have to work at learning, he just absorbed knowledge and not only that he could also recall it from memory almost instantaneously. I always imagined that he would become chairman of some multinational organisation and be able to run the whole thing almost single handedly!
So Teddy was not the brightest of the two brothers, however he was still pretty sharp and whereas Bobby was invariably top of the class, Teddy was usually in the top five. Similarly, whereas Bobby wasn’t as impulsive as Teddy - let's face it if you think about possibilities, options, potential escape plans and so on before jumping in, then you are not going to be! - but he was still up for most things that had a bit of fun and or adventure attached to them, and it was the Thompson twins attraction to fun and adventure that appealled to me and did not appeal to my mother! 
“They’re always up to no good, those two. And if you go mixing with them, Tom, you’ll end up the same way. You mark my words! Why can’t you find yourself some nice, normal  friends?”
Normal? I assumed by that my mother meant boring! Yes, the Thompsons certainly got up to what is generally described as “no good”, but they definitely weren’t bad kids. They liked pushing the boundaries and I think they just found the humdrum nature of valley life boring and so got up to stunts and pranks just to liven things up a bit! They and I got on well together - I'll tell you how that came to pass in a minute - and we three had some good times.
Following the end of that term and at last out of the clutches of the old witch, we had the most fabulous summer. It never rained and the skies were blue, and we were out every day running wild from dawn 'til dusk, children of the fields and forest in an idyllic, innocent, Eden-like existence. 
Yes, they were days when we didn't have a care in the world. 
Some were spent careering through long grass with a home-made net attached to a bamboo cane trying to catch butterflies in order to add new specimens to our collections. If, when any of us caught anything, the hapless victim was one that one of us didn’t already have, it was placed in a killing jar - a galvanised metal cylinder divided into two sections by a piece of zinc gauze and with a hinged lid at each end. A piece of cotton wool soaked in ammonia was placed in one end and the butterfly in the other,” Tom explained to those of us who hadn't come across this vital piece of equipment!
“And when dead, the insect was carefully arranged on a sheet of cork, its wings held open and in place with pins so as to display them in their full splendour. All this had to be done fairly quickly as I recall, before rigor mortis set in, otherwise you couldn’t open the wings. 
No, we weren't conservationists, but we did learn about nature, learn about butterflies and moths, beetles, lizards and snakes and of course birds as well, though we didn't go catching them!
And then there were some mornings when we got up early, well before dawn, and went up into the forest to spot deer. If we were lucky we caught them drinking by a syke (small stream), or perhaps just standing in a clearing with a newly risen, honey coloured sun behind them and shining through a gentle mist rising from dewy grass - an almost magical scene of wonderful, natural beauty. Of course if they heard or smelt us they were off, and with long easy jumps disappeared effortlessly into the trees leaving us feeling let down, a little cheated, that all our efforts made to see them had been so suddenly dashed. 
There were occasions when we used the ranger’s hides - wooden box shaped structures with a roof, standing on four legs and with a set of steps at the back, much as they are these days. The floor was then, as now, about five feet above the ground, so that when you’d climbed up into them you had a pretty good view over quite a large area. However all the deer we saw were always some way off and of course you couldn’t creep up on them to get closer because you were stuck in the hide. On those days I used to borrow my dad's binoculars. I remember I much preferred stalking the deer like a proper gamekeeper - it was far more fun!”
And then a wistful Tom added with a chuckle, 
“And talking of hides, reminds me that it was that same summer when we built a fantastic tree house in an old oak tree. OK, it wasn’t so much of a house, more of a platform of branches -  rather like a raft that had landed in a tree, all tied together with rope - but the view from up there was fantastic. One day Teddy Thompson fell off and landed in a hawthorn bush directly below. We all thought it was hilarious! Teddy didn't of course. His usual luck certainly deserted him that day as by the time he’d got out of the bush he was full of splinters from the thorns. Poor Teddy! Even my mother felt sorry for him and carefully took the splinters out with a needle and a pair of tweezers.”
“Sounds idyllic Tom, as long as you avoided hawthorn bushes,” said Bill with a wry smile. “Er, when did you say this was, last summer?”
Tom looked at Bill and grinned, and then continued, 
“And you know Bill, when high adventure wasn’t on the agenda there were those extremely idle and extremely lazy days when we went ....... ,” and here he paused for effect before adding, “fishing!”
And this had the desired effect, with all around the table bursting out laughing, as we all knew how keen Bill was on fishing.
“Yes”, mused Tom, after the hubbub had died down, “it was lovely just lying on on your back in the lush green grass of the river bank watching the clouds go drifting by overhead, listening to the buzz of insects and the rustling of leaves in the trees while sharing a bottle of ginger beer. 
Occasionally we’d see the blue flash of a kingfisher, or watch a dipper bobbing up and down on a rock in midstream before flitting off, just above the babbling water, to another rock further down stream, where again it would proceed to bob up down. Dragonflies and damselflies darted about over the water and in the open sunlit patches above the river bank, the sun dancing off their iridescent, green and blue bodies. We never caught very much. Indeed, now I come to think about it, I’m not sure if we ever caught anything! 
Er ....... Bill will explain!”
There was another chuckle from those listening and Bill shot Tom a pointed glance along with a smile. 
“On really hot days we used to go to a stretch of the river called “the pool” for a swim.”  
He then went on to explain for the benefit of the new arrivals that “the pool” was on a bend in the river, just up from the village, where the river bed was gouged out every winter when the river was in spate and so was usually a good six feet deep on the outside of the bend. In summer of course it flowed much more gently. On the opposite side there had been a lovely soft sand bank where you could leave your clothes and lie in the sun. 
“This of course was after we macho chaps had exhausted ourselves having splash fights, trying to duck each other and of course having swimming races between a rock and a low hanging branch of an alder which had all-but fallen into the river on the downstream side. 
Occasionally we had a barbecue on the sandbank, though these were usually group affairs with some of the girls joining us. Old dry pieces of wood - branches and scrap wood - all of which has been collected over the previous week, were broken up and placed inside a ring of stones, a good fire got going, and then we'd put fir cones on so as to get the fire good and hot but without too much smoke - it's no fun trying to cook your sausage when there’s smoke blowing in your eyes! Oh yes, there was a lot of serious technique applied to the fire as I recall, and perhaps not enough applied to the actual barbecuing! As I seem to remember that invariably the odd sausage or two ended up in the fire, much to the disappointment of whose-ever it was and the amusement of the rest of us!”
“Ah yes, it was all great fun.” concluded Tom dreamily, still a little lost in his rose-tinted world of yesteryear. “It was a fantastic summer, an idyllic summer, and now I look back on it, very much a summer of sweet, childhood innocence.”
2.
The first week of the autumn term
“Normally none of us had any enthusiasm for going back to school in the autumn. However that year was different; Mrs Simpson, “The Witch”, had retired at the end of the previous school year, and we were to get a new teacher. So we went back to the new term and new year with eager anticipation of this new teacher. Though before I tell you about her I had better tell you about the old school building. 
The school we attended was not the one in the really old church school building which is now the tearoom, but one which was in the form of a collection of prefabricated huts that you wouldn’t wish to house a dog in! It was not a single building, but a number of huts seated on brick plinths and placed close together so as to give the impression of being, if not one building, at least one unit, though the little flights of steps leading up to each hut, or classroom, rather gave the game away that the whole thing was in fact cobbled together from seperate parts. Each hut had arrived on the back of a wagon and was rather like a large wooden container complete with a floor - obviously! - coloured infill panels to the lower sections of the walls - a rather yucky olive green as I remember - glass windows to their upper sections and a flat roof. These huts were cheap, in all senses of the word. The roofs invariably leaked somewhere and they were freezing cold in the winter! There were six of them; two rows of two with a further two out the back and set at right angles to the other four. To us kids they were all a bit reminiscent of the huts you can see in prison camp war movies! 
Although the whole lot has gone now, you can still see the field in which the school was sited - it’s where Dan was talking about, on the left hand side of the road just as you go into the village - and you can still see roughly where the huts were. Of course the old stone masonry entrance gateway from the road is still there and now forms the entrance to the field. Back in those days this entrance led to a tarmacked area in front of the first two classrooms. Our playground area was off to the south side of the huts, remote from the village, no doubt so that the noise of our “playing” didn't upset the residents! Like most school kids I suppose, none of us loved the place at the time and it was referred to variously as Colditz, which of course was a totally inappropriate name, or Stalag Luft 111, which was perhaps a little more appropriate given that the later did at least comprise huts!
So on the first day of the autumn term, at nine o’clock on a Monday morning, we were all sitting at our desks and in came the headmaster, Old Badger, with our new teacher.   
Old Badger was the headmaster. He was also relatively new at the school, having only taken up his post twelve months previously. And why “Old Badger”? Well, he had a white stripe of hair on the top of his head, whereas the hair on either side of this still had its colour and we thought it made him look like ....... Oh, come on, we were school kids! 
It was only his hair which resulted in this nickname, because his face was most unbadger-like, being round and weather beaten. He was one of those “chaps” who loved competitive sports, feeling that they were good for developing a schoolboy’s, and presumably a schoolgirl’s character, though he was very much a man’s man and actually had little clue about how to deal with the girls, relying entirely on the female members of staff to attend to that. “Children need plenty of exercise and fresh air,” was his motto and so probably was, “and need to be freezing cold in the winter!” as I am sure Old Badger thoroughly approved of the school buildings’ lack of both proper heating and insulation. “We don’t want pupils of this school growing up as soft good-for-nothings!” 
His choice of clothing admirably illustrated his lack of imagination, as he always seemed to be dressed in the same tweedy looking jacket, trousers and waistcoat - an almost mustard coloured affair, though a bit greener than mustard - with “school-master brown leather cuffs and elbow patches” to the jacket. Beneath this he sported - though Badger wasn’t really the type of man who “sported” clothing! - a white shirt and military looking tie. 
Looking back, I suppose he was a reasonable headmaster. We could have had worse. But as said, he didn’t have much imagination which is probably why he had been put in charge of us lot! He always assumed that what seemed obvious at first glance was in fact the case, without ever mentally stepping back and analysing the situation more carefully before pronouncing on it. It goes without saying of course, that as often as not he got hold of the wrong end of the stick and ended up blaming the wrong kids for something they hadn’t done, and then, by the time he’d realised that he’d got the wrong culprits, had forgotten the original evidence and so was unable to backtrack and locate the real perpetrators of whatever dastardly deed had been done.
However, he was a good front man, always standing up straight, his chest out, his military looking tie to the fore, in front of us, or the school, or our parents, as the occasion demanded, like a archetypal sergeant major facing his troops, barracks, or visiting dignitaries.
And now to our new teacher. 
Wow! She was gorgeous! After what we had been used to, any woman without a black cat and a broomstick would have been wonderful, but Louise Loveless, as we subsequently learned was her name, was a real beauty. She must have been in her early thirties, but I am guessing that now, because back then we were at the age when all adults looked old and to be honest we, by which I mean we boys, were not really interested in irrelevant details like her age!  
Surprisingly, I can still remember that on that day she wore a figure hugging, rather formal black skirt which showed off her hips wonderfully, accompanied with a matching black jacket which was unbuttoned to reveal a virgin white blouse done up to the neck and stretched across a pair of the most wonderful tits that I had ever seen!
Her face was rather on the pale side which enhanced her full cupid’s-bow red lips set beneath a rather long nose, and blue-green, slightly sultry and hollow looking eyes, and, most importantly, she had not the least sign of a wart or beard! Her face was surrounded by the most magnificent red hair which tumbled over her shoulders and down her back. If I said she looked as if she had stepped straight out of a pre-Raphaelite painting, I am sure you will have a pretty good idea of what she looked like; absolutely stunning! The girls in the class thought she looked “really beautiful” and the boys thought ....... well I am sure you can guess what the boys thought! From “The Witch” to Louise; talk of from one extreme to the other! 
As you can probably guess, poor Old Badger didn’t manage the introductions too well, as a result of probably being more captivated by and put out by her than we were! And it wasn’t just ourselves and Old Badger who were put out by her arrival; our parents were as well. The mums found her “a lovely woman, oh so much better than that Mrs Simpson” and the dads found themselves concurring with their wives without any difficulty whatsoever, “oh yes, definitely, a lovely woman!” - though perhaps not for quite the same reasons as their wives and for very much the same reasons that caused Old Badger to be so put out - and it was noticeable how the number of dads who found that they did just have time to both bring their kids to school and collect them later increased quite dramatically!
Yes, eventually we did get down to our lessons, though there was no doubting that it was difficult for us boys to concentrate on Pythagoras’ rule for right angled triangles, or adjectival clauses of something-or-other when faced with either those wonderful breasts bursting to get out of that tightly stretched white blouse as she addressed the class, or that lovey rounded bottom in that tight black skirt while she wrote at full stretch on the blackboard!


