Chapter One

It was rumoured in Westhoughton, Lancashire, where Robert Shaw was born, that his parents had married to prevent scandal and to legitimise their son. It was not true, but it said a lot about the way the small town viewed the couple - as racy outsiders. They were certainly outsiders. Dr Thomas Shaw and Doreen Avery were married in Truro on 22 April 1926, and their first child Robert Archibald Shaw was born on 9 August 1927. Thomas Shaw was from the Midlands where his father had also been a doctor, but the family originated in Cornwall so it seemed natural for him to gravitate there after he qualified in 1924. Doreen Avery’s father, John Avery, had trained in the Cornish tin mines as a mining engineer before taking employment in the iron ore mines of Pigg’s Park, Swaziland where Doreen was born - she was fond of telling people she was the only living ‘white Swazi’. When Doreen decided she wanted to train to become a nurse (with the intention of returning to Africa once qualified) she, too, came back to Cornwall and to Truro near to where her sister lived. It was these circumstances that brought the couple together at the Royal Cornish Infirmary where they met in 1925.

Doreen was undoubtedly a beautiful young woman. She was tall, slim and elegant, her straight back reflecting a forthright attitude to life. Her features suited the large brimmed hats of the period. She had no intention of being cowed by social convention and openly smoked in public. She was a conquest that the flamboyant and dashing Dr Thomas Shaw - a figure straight out of romantic fiction - was keen to make. It was difficult for any woman to say no to Dr Shaw. He was athletic, tall and dark and handsome with an immense charm and apparent love of life that made his company intoxicating. Behind this charisma, however, and at first well hidden, lurked a complex character; behind the hail-fellow-well-met with which he greeted the world was a personality that was to make it increasingly difficult for him to come to terms with life.

Doreen, after his assiduous courtship, abandoned her plans to return to Africa, and they were married. Dr Shaw applied to buy various practices as a General Practitioner and eventually settled on

Westhoughton where a Dr W.D. Hatton had died a few weeks earlier. It might appear that the pastoral and maritime bliss of Truro was a long way from the Northern grime and dark Satanic mills of Westhoughton on the outskirts of Bolton, but, in fact, Westhoughton in 1926 was not a town ot Lowryesque factory chimneys belching sulphur into the air. It was pleasantly surrounded by open countryside and sheep farms. It had its cotton mills, like everywhere within the hinterland of the port of Liverpool and Manchester Ship Canal, and it had its coal pits, but they did not dominate the town as they did the more densely populated areas of Lancashire. Nonetheless, Westhoughton had suffered one of the worst industrial accidents of the period when the local Pretoria Pit collapsed in 1910 and 344 men and boys (before regulation of child employment) were killed.

As Oaklcagh, Dr Hatton’s house and surgery was badly in need ot redecoration, and in order to keep the practice going while builders were brought in, the Shaws moved into a small terraced property round the corner at 51 King Street. It was the sort of two-up two-down with a back addition and walled yard which had been built all over England to house the workers ot the Victorian industrial revolution. At the back of King Street, however, was not another row of houses, but an allotment, a low-growing magnolia tree and open fields.

It was in this house that Robert Shaw was born.

As soon as the builders had finished, the Shaws took up residence in Oaklcagh, a large rectangular Victorian house with extensive gardens. With the help of a resident maid and a charwoman they lived comfortably enough and between 1927 and 1932 Doreen gave birth to three more children, Elizabeth, Joanna and finally another boy, Alexander (hereafter called Sandy). Oaklcagh in Bolton Road was opposite the local infants’ school, the White Horse Infant School, and the pub, the Rose and Crown, a large country-style hostelry not at all like the traditional cramped, corner ot a terrace premises ot Northern myth and television legend.

Oaklcagh had a large front garden and Joyce Ryley, who lived across the road, remembered that sometimes in the summer, the school-teacher would take their class, including Robert, into the garden to have lessons in the sun. The Ryleys had once lived in Oaklcagh themselves, Nancy Ryley, Joyce’s mother, had been brought up in the house until her father had been killed in a riding accident and their reduced financial circumstances forced them to move into the smaller cottage over the road.

Dr Shaw, she recalls, was a handsome man and a good doctor. His charm made it easy for him to make his patients feel at ease and well carcd-for. ‘A cold,’ he used to say, ‘is four days coming, four days with you, and four days going.’ When he called on Nancy Ryley’s mother, whom he attended regularly into her old age, he always liked to make sure she had a good ‘nip’ to make her feel better. But the latter was a medicine he was much too fond of himself. Even to Nancy Ryley’s untutored eye there was no doubt that Dr Shaw was an alcoholic. He always carried a hip flask - ‘for medicinal purposes’ — and his visits to the Rose and Crown were many and various. Despite having a good practice he was borrowing money frequently, in an effort to hide from Doreen how much he was spending on drink, and often sat in the pub until he was forced to go home.

On the other hand he had been an athlete and was still a keen rugby player. He played rugby for Bolton Old Boys, as a guest player, and was a keen golfer. Practising his swing on the front lawn of Oakleagh sometimes led to golf balls breaking neighbours’ windows, though the good doctor’s charm always managed to defuse any acrimony.

Doreen Shaw was less outgoing. Nancy Ryley felt she was a typical Southerner keeping herself to herself, aloof, and not liking the Northern traditional neighbourliness, nosiness and ever-open back doors. But clearly Doreen had her own agenda, coping with her husband’s drinking as it got progressively worse, trying to save their marriage and bring up their increasing family. Equally clearly, as pregnancy followed pregnancy, however angry she might be at her husband’s behaviour, his persuasive charm overcame any misgivings she might have had as to the wisdom of bringing children into such an unstable marriage.

Robert Shaw was, according to another school friend, a ‘wild boy’. Oakleagh had a bay window on the ground floor with a flat narrow ledge on the top accessible by opening the sash window above it on the first floor. At the bottom of Bolton Road was a weaving mill and as the mill-girls came home up the road in their wooden clogs they would be entertained by the sight of the young Shaw wearing his father’s top-hat, with his father’s walking-stick tucked under his arm, dancing on the narrow ledge. If one of his sisters tried to join him Robert would push them back inside, concerned for their safety but not his own, before continuing the show. Nancy Ryley had said to his father at the time, ‘I don’t know what’s to be done with the boy. He’s a born actor.’

In a BBC Omnibus on Robert Shaw broadcast in 1970 he was asked about his childhood. A frisson of pain crossed his face at the question, followed by a long pause as he decided how much to reveal. His father, he said finally, he remembered drunk and sober. Sober he was ‘flamboyant’, drunk he was ‘troubled’. He used to come into his son’s room, after an evening’s drinking and weep hopelessly on his son’s bed.

Dr Shaw’s alcoholism got no better with the passage of time. It was clear to his wife that something had to be done if his reputation as a doctor and their marriage were to survive. Whatever demon was driving the doctor to drink had to be exorcised; the problem was in identifying its cause. He argued that he needed a new start, somewhere away from the pressures of medicine in an industrial environment, somewhere different, where he could change the whole pattern of his life and thus remove the need to drink. Doreen was far from convinced by this argument but seeing no alternative she agreed. They started looking for a new home.

In 1933 Dr Shaw bought a small practice in Stromness in the Orkney Islands, one of only two in the town, and the family moved into a characteristic stone house overlooking the sea. The climatic difference between Stromness and Westhoughton was marked and clearly made a lasting impression on the young Shaw, as he was to describe it so graphically in his first novel, The Hiding Place:

The clouds hung over his head like the fitted sails of a great armada, swelling and swelling, dropping and dropping, till they almost touched the ground. His mother shouted him into the kitchen closing the doors and windows fast shut. The little boy did not want to come inside, for he had never seen such stillness - the air so dense that the grass was sweating.

The social climate was different too for the young Shaw. In Lancashire he had been very much a part of school life, but at the Stromness Academy he was an outsider with a strange accent. He was a ‘ferry-louper’. His developing athletic prowess was snubbed and he was not picked for the school football team. Nor did his father’s troubles diminish, the nocturnal visits continued, his father only able to communicate his perception of the world through shuddering and pitiful tears as he knelt by his son’s bed, his face buried in the blankets.

The pattern of life established in Westhoughton soon re-asserted itself in Stromness. Dr Shaw was widely respected as a doctor but his drunkeness, in a community that was well versed in drinking, soon became a matter of public concern. With only two thousand inhabitants gossip spread quickly: the practice suffered accordingly.

At home it did not take long for Doreen to realise that hopes of a change were to be short-lived. A series of rows followed. Her husband’s pledge to her that he would cut down on his drinking had proved worthless. If anything his consumption had increased. He had a responsibility to his wife and his children yet he was treating them as if they did not exist, as if he simply didn’t care. If things didn’t improve, Doreen was going to leave, taking the children with her. Things did not. In fact they got so bad that at one stage Doreen moved the children and herself into the local pastor’s house in an effort to convince her husband that she was serious. Finally her sister, who had seen Dr Shaw’s condition for herself on a visit to Westhoughton, was consulted, and it was decided that Doreen should take the children to live in Cornwall where her sister had a farm. Three years after moving to Stromness she took her family South.

Installed in Treworyan Farm, near Ladock, in Cornwall with her sister and husband, the Cock family, things were very different for the Shaw children. Robert was enrolled at Ladock Church School which his cousins attended. With four adults and seven children, the farmhouse was very crowded. The building did have internal sanitation, but it was decided that the children should use the earth closets dug at the bottom of the garden. This was adjacent to where the pigs were kept, and the children were so convinced that the pigs would burrow through and happily eat their tender white backsides, that they would go to the toilet in twos, no matter what function was to be performed. This may have been the origin of Robert’s total lack of inhibition when it came to scatological functions - he was quite likely to invite a friend into the bathroom with him for a talk, while he took a shit.

But Dr Shaw had not given up on his attempts to reform. In 1937 he wrote to Doreen again to tell her he had a job in Keinton Mandeville in Somerset and begging her to join him there with the children. This time, he promised, it would be a new start. Fie would take his drinking problem seriously, he would take control of his life. Doreen saw no option but to give him another chance, and the family moved into a large family house, which happened to have been the birthplace of Henry Irving a century earlier.

Dr Shaw had not lost his ability to charm his wife, and in 1938 she gave birth to a fifth child, another daughter, Wendy. But his resolution did not last long. He was trapped, torn between his need to drink and his desire to keep his family together. He wanted children, he wanted his wife to have babies, but found it increasingly difficult to cope with them. Robert remembers being bundled into his father’s car with his brother and sisters and driven off at breakneck speed through the countryside while his father talked incessantly of things he did not understand. At the Somerset cliffs the doctor would stop, driving the car as near to the edge as he could get. ‘Shall I drive us over? Shall I? Shall I?’ he’d ask his eldest son. ‘End it all? Ah?’ It was not a joke, and, according to Robert, it happened on more than one occasion.

That same year, 1938, despite all his elaborate promises to induce Doreen to come back to him, Dr Shaw did ‘end it all’. He told his wife, not for the first time, that he was determined to kill himself. She did not believe him, as she had not on all the previous occasions. He went into his surgery and took poison. Robert was 11 years old.

Naturally enough his memory ofhis father’s death was confused. In one version he was at home and heard his father announce his intentions. His mother begged him not to do it in front of the children. In another he was at school, and the Headmaster ofTruro School came to call him out of class. The Headmaster had been willing to drive him back to Somerset immediately but Robert had, as he recalled, said he would prefer to remain in class. In fact Robert did not enrol at Truro School until the following year. By the ’70s the story was refined still further and Robert recalled his father coming to his bedroom crying -a reprise of early events - and telling him he was going to kill himself ‘because I can bear the world no longer’. Gradually Robert had assumed the central role in the story, placing himself alone with his father’s despair. A still later version had his father drowning himself; a confusion no doubt with a real incident in Stronrness when his father rescued two children from the sea. As Robert got older his feelings towards his father intensified, and they were feelings he found harder and harder to cope with.

From Somerset the family moved back to Cornwall. Using the bulk of her late husband’s estate Doreen bought a large house on the main road in Tresillian not too far from Ladock and her sister’s farm. The house, covered with Virginia creeper, had a large garden backing on to a water reservoir. At first Shaw returned to the local Ladock Church School but in 1939 his mother, using income from the rest of the estate, and from a lump sum bequeathed by her father on his death, as well as other sums of money made available by the Avery family, decided to send him to the fee-paying Truro School, first as a day boy and eventually as a boarder, for which he was granted a scholarship (which eased the financial pressures on his family).

For Shaw after 1939 and his enrolment at Truro School life was, at last, more settled. He lived in the same house and went to the same school. His athleticism developed and normal childhood pursuits were much in evidence, but there was, to anyone who knew him then, a certain amount of brooding and unpredictability that was unchild-like. ‘He was a loner,’ Elwyn Thomas, a school friend, would remember.

However, it was from this age that Shaw developed the characteristic that most ofhis later friends remember best - his competitiveness. Shaw wanted to win. He didn’t just like winning, it was essential to him. ‘Victory,’ he told TV Times, ‘is utterly consoling to me . . . the nicest way to put it is that I have a colossal curiosity about myself. So when I unearth an aptitude, I want to perfect it into a skill to be proud of.’ Equally he hated losing. Both his adult life and his childhood are littered with anecdotes about his competitive instincts and his desire to win. At Truro School he was Junior Victor Ludorum in 1943 and overall Victor Ludorum in 1945. In both years sprinting was the basis of his success.

He did not like defeat. Returning to Treworyan Farm one summer, to help with the harvest, he boasted to one of the farm workers of his prowess in running. Though the man was 20 years his elder he took up the challenge, stripped off his jacket and agreed a circuit along a country road. Though Shaw led from the start gradually the man caught up and, though Shaw was still ahead of him at the finishing line, it was a very close thing. The fact that he had nearly been beaten by a man of 3$ produced a look of astonishment on his face that the friends who had been watching would never forget.

At rugby, one of the abiding loves of his life, Shaw was a late developer. He was not picked for the First XV at Truro until he was 17. But from that moment he was an exceptional player, his speed as a sprinter making him a devastating wing-three-quarter. He was good enough to play for Camborne Town, for whom he scored a spectacular try that he would recall as one of the singular achievements ot his life. He would always talk about it with unbounded enthusiasm, remembering as he got older more and more detail, embellishing every aspect of the story until the number of hand-offs and dummies he delivered and sold respectively were of epic proportions. The match was between Redruth and Camborne on Boxing Day 1947. Shaw’s last account, to the Evening Standard in 1977, tells the story:

We were playing up the slope. In those days Redruth was very fashionable, and Camborne was a mixture of Camborne miners and the Camborne School of Miners, from which many Cornish-men have gone round the world. E. K. Scott was the English captain [ E. K. Scott played for England but was never captain], and he was playing with Redruth. They had a very fast wing with red hair who was called Grey. They had not been beaten for two years until we’d played them the week before and we had won. Therefore, Redruth were after our blood. It was the local derby.

E. K. Scott cross-kicked. It went a little too far, came behind the dead ball line, and I caught it before it bounced. I had played against the Redruth wing at school, and I knew I could run around him, either inside or outside. I passed him, and Scott was coming across.

I was only seventeen but I had great wisdom about games. I knew that if I handed-off Scott real hard, it would take him about five seconds to recover, and 1 hit him with my left hand as hard as 1 could, and he went down, flat!

The stand-off was called Arnold Pascoe, and he came across covering. I knew him because we’d been to the same school. . .We were not mugs. Never beaten in three years. Anyway, Pascoe came across, and to him it was a perfunctory tackle. I didn’t even bother to hand him off. I just hit him with my shoulder. He went down flat on his back. The one person I was worried about was the Redruth full back, who was an old miner of about 43 or 44 who had played for England and hit you like a tank. He could break three ribs with a single tackle, so I wasn’t going to take a single chance with him. I kicked over his head, and the ref was right up with the play. He couldn’t tackle me, I caught it on the bounce, and scored right between the posts.

However much this was an exaggeration of the truth the try was memorable enough to be recorded in the Camborne Centenary Programme of the 1946-47 season:

It was during the season that Robert Shaw who later became internationally famous in the literary and theatrical worlds made his debut while studying at Truro . . . Shaw was a fast and dangerous wing and in Camborne’s match at Redruth on Boxing Day 1947 was considered the most outstanding three-quarter. After one Redruth attack he seized on a badly directed kick to his own line and after racing about half the length of the field kicked ahead and recaptured the ball to race over for a spectacular try.

Shaw was capable of working extremely hard. If he was not good at something he worked on it until he was proficient. It was this trait, obviously attractive to his teachers, combined with his athleticism, which no English public school is slow to overlook, that made him a candidate for Head Boy. In this position Shaw gained a certain amount of power, and power that he enjoyed. As he told an interviewer, ‘I didn’t like school before I was made Head Boy but the power made it palatable.’ But in this position he attracted criticism. Colin Nunn, a fellow prefect, remembers Shaw’s performance in this ‘role’ as erratic. On the one hand he was tough, not afraid to shop offenders to the masters; Nunn, himself, being a victim of punishment after Shaw reported him for attending a V.E. night dance without permission and for smoking. On the other hand he would mooch around apparently oblivious to anyone and anything, totally absorbed in a world of his own making, allowing transgressions to pass until suddenly he would snap out of it and immediately criticise a boy for some misdemeanour or other. His lack of consistency was, Nunn felt, a function of his self-absorption.

Shaw was - according to Elwyn Thomas, another school friend of the period - a philosopher, and it was difficult to get close to him. He had no close friends, no best friend. He was moody and suffered from a definite pattern of highs preceded by lows. He cultivated an unapproachfulness. There were undoubtedly depths in Shaw that the other boys saw quite clearly, without being aware of their precise nature.

There was, however, no doubt about his ability as an actor. John Kendall Carpenter, who went on to captain England at rugby, as well as becoming Headmaster of Wellington School and head of the organisation for the Rugby World Cup in 1991, saw Shaw’s talent clearly. Being younger than Shaw, Kendall Carpenter was often cast in the female roles opposite him. He remembers the 16-year-old Shaw as Mark Antony in 1943. ‘It was a great success. He had a professional command of language. His voice was abrasive but with real power. ’ In later roles Shaw was even praised for his performances as Peter Pan.

But, for Kendall Carpenter, Shaw’s finest performance and his most ‘alarming’, was in Patrick Hamilton’s The Duke of Darkness playing Gribaud (the part created by Michael Redgrave in 1942), who, in the third act descends into madness:

Who am I? Why do you excite yourself sir? I am nothing. I am a thing. I am a table. I am a chair. No. I am a table. That is me. Can you not see that I am a table? Eat your food off me, sir, or you will be hungry.

Shaw was so effective in the part that he positively scared the boys in the audience. Kendall Carpenter felt the madness offered Shaw a freedom to explore areas he was already well aware of. It has long been a truism of psychology that acting is regarded as a therapy for a range of problems and especially as a means of coming to terms with trauma, and Shaw certainly had a well of emotional crises in which to delve.

Whether as a result of his success on the school stage or the feeling of command and pleasure that exercising an obvious talent gave him, by 1944 Shaw’s mind was set on becoming an actor, and, he would always add, a writer.

His early abilities as a writer are less well documented mostly due to the exigencies of war and the lack of paper for school magazines. Shaw had started to write in Stromness and his father had encouraged him, particularly impressed by one story he wrote about the survivors of a shipwreck floating in a life-raft being forced, after eating all their supplies, to eat the cook. The fact that it was the cook, the provider of food, who suffered this fate, was crucially important to the impact of the story. Shaw wrote consistently through his boyhood, was praised for essays, and frequently stated his intention to write professionally. But acting was his primary ambition. He was encouraged in it by the master in charge of drama, Cyril Wilkes. Wilkes was the typical left-wing tweed-jacketed, natural teacher encountered by lucky pupils in many English schools. He possessed the ability to inspire and enthuse the right pupil with an attitude towards learning and literature that would last a lifetime: the sort of teacher who creates the impression that learning is a two-way street and that he has as much to learn from his pupils, as his pupils have from him. To the young and impressionable Shaw, in need of a father figure, Wilkes’s talent in this regard was particularly beguiling.

But the world was at war, and there were other priorities. In common with many of his contemporaries Shaw desperately wanted to get into the war and win it for the allies. Elwyn Thomas and he discussed their future at length: the first order of business was to join the army and destroy the German War Machine, by this time already beginning to crumble. Only after this small task was accomplished would there be time to think of a career.

And the war was all too real. One morning Shaw and his brother were in their bedroom when they saw a Messerschmidt zeroing in on their house on the main road. The two boys stood at the window fascinated as the plane, unopposed by local anti-aircraft fire, headed towards the house. As it got close enough the pilot fired the guns in both wings before zooming off into the distance. Shaw swore that he could see the pilot’s face as he flew by, framed by his helmet and goggles.

Shaw’s experience of girls at this point was about on a par with his experience of warfare. He was very close to his sisterjoanna (in fact so close his sister Elizabeth would describe their relationship as ‘unhealthy’) but, as for the rest of womankind, he appeared unimpressed. Florence Christie, a daughter of a friend of Doreen Shaw’s, visited the house at Tresillian regularly. Shaw, she states, was ‘not romantically inclined’. As he was handsome, in her view, with black curly hair and penetrating blue eyes, girls were keen enough on him, but the interest was not reciprocated. Moreover, there was no shortage of girls as Truro School was housing evacuees from two London girls’ schools. But the plethora of choice left Shaw unmoved. It was another trait that was to continue into later life: Shaw was never a womaniser.

