Dear Old Princethorpians,

What a pleasure it is to read of your successes –and those of the College -in these pages and how devastating to learn of your tragedies. But, of course, I don’t see the skilled lawyers, actors, artists, doctors, policemen, scientists, charity workers and proud parents who appear here. No, to me you are truly forever young, caught in that wonderful, uncertain moment between teenage fears and adult passions, on the cusp of something terrifying and wonderful. 

I often catch you in the wings of the theatre –Ian Lucas in shimmering silver as an irrepressible mirror in ‘Snow White’; Emilio Doorgasingh and Joe Ruddy as punks in bin bags; virtually the whole Sixth Form line-dancing in front of an audience of unsuspecting parents; Tommy Hilditch and Caspar Davis leading surely the rudest troupe of Rude Mechanicals out under the stars (and then taking off round Burnthurst Lane kitted out in embroidered priests’ vestments on two bikes); the inventiveness of Chris James  and Renaldo Merlo with the music for ‘A Tale of Two Cities’; Conrad Howard convincing us there really was a bright golden haze on the meadow. All the forgotten lines, wobbly sets, bonkers dancing, tantrums, tears and, above all, laughter – mostly that of my husband and Lou Skiffington, helpless in the wings - that went into College productions.

Some of you may recall the lovely lines written by Elizabeth Jennings 

         ‘I count the moments of my mercies up’

and this is just what I do now, remembering the poetry picnics in the woods (did I really persuade one group to eat bluebells –yes, poisonous – to experience Hopkins’ inscape?) or by the Avon or –oops- up Tryfan in the mist with Wordsworth and soggy sandwiches. Health and Safety weren’t much in evidence then or in the Malverns on a treasure hunt with the Prefects or on midnight swims in the freezing pool with Sr Linda and some escapee boarders. Remember the Art Room window, all you truants? The tunnels under the Chapel, all you adventurers? The Cocktail Society’s transformation of the Music Room cupboard into a Speakeasy, their homage to ‘Tender is the Night’? Creeping up the tower to replace the College flag with the Sixth Form’s own creation, emblazoned with your bowdlerised motto 
Labora dure 
Lude Dure

 Bene Durus?
I do. And I remember your own poems, written in the deceptive grasses of the Somme. Goodness me.
I loved teaching you in our dusty English Room, even when Peter Conmy threw ‘The Handmaid’s Tale’ across the room in disgust at the last chapter or Liam Rattigan wore his Sarah Lee chocolate gateau for pushing the debate just that little bit too far. I remember the way you explored ‘The Bog Queen’ or ‘The Man with Night Sweats’ with such tenderness. Dominic Gillespie bringing me to tears with his reading of ‘A red, red rose’. I still see Nicola Thompson’s brilliant grin when she found a gold star on her T S Eliot essay (a tour de force in that neat handwriting, dear lost girl). All your handwriting remains with me –Aimi Bleasdale’s perfect copperplate, Mark Wood’s exuberant scrawl, Roger Cox’s lyrical cursives, Carolyn Bolli’s black calligraphy. I bet few of you need to do much handwriting now.
 We were free then to study texts way beyond the limits of today’s curriculum –oh, Mr Gove, what have you done? –and it was a joy to bring you books I’d loved myself and see you fly. We studied ‘Schindler’s Arc’ before the film (which you found reductive) made it a ‘List’ and Primo Levi’s terrible testaments to our inhumanity and Oliver Sach’s wise studies of our foibles–all while scoffing your weekly cake creations. Those were some cakes. Gold stars all round, ladies and gentlemen.
Being your Head of Sixth was a treat –I always said it was the best job in College and I meant it. I see you scrambling up waterfalls or swinging down cliffs on Induction weekends, agonising over University choices, painful romances, Prefect elections. Sitting in silence on retreat in a tiny Yorkshire chapel or bowling along the Pembrokeshire coast with Darryl Rattigan  belting out Fairy Tale of New York in a passable imitation of Shane MacGowan. Organising huge softball matches (with barbecue) in the orchard or candlelit wassails in the Quad. Watching you plan the Balls and Leavers’ books with such meticulous detail –were there ever such teams as those run by the Samra brothers? Such ambition as the Olenrewajus had? Such determination as that shown by Marie-Claire Prat? I often caught you in the moment when I felt you became your real self and felt privileged to do so. I see you still at James Dick’s funeral, suddenly adult and wretched. Those of you who are parents will know how hard it is to keep the world safe and special so I thank all the boarders who sneaked out to babysit for our girls-especially Steve Evans (a grandfather now himself-how can that be?) and Paul St Aubyn, who endured my experimental suppers with such fortitude. (I think the home brew helped.) Actually, I thank you all for making our life at Princethorpe such a joy.
One story: I was picking apples in the garden of the Lodge in our last week at Princethorpe when a well-padded middle-aged man clop-clopped up on his well-padded horse and asked if Mr Weir still lived here. When Pat came out, this chap said, ‘I bet you don’t remember me.’ Pat never needs the handwriting. ‘Bernard Fox.’ The horseman sat a little straighter in his saddle and coughed:

‘I know you all and will awhile uphold

The unyoked humour of your idleness..’

He delivered Hal’s whole blooming speech from Henry IV Part One, word perfect, in an impeccable iambic beat. 
‘That’s my party trick,’ he chuckled. ‘It’s got me through more dull dinner parties than I can count. I thank you for it,’ and off he trotted. Well, what a great way to end nearly thirty years of teaching English. It was some use! 

As for us, we’re living the good life in the Petit Pyrénées, Pat a woodsman, craftsman, builder, toy-maker (anything really, now he’s hung up his football boots) and me digging away and chatting to my vegetables in what really is a bee loud glade. Our clever daughters have gifted us armfuls of grandchildren to love, so we do so unreservedly. We can be spotted rambling in the mountains or wandering round tapas bars, keeping our heads down, in case The Fates realise how lucky we are. 
Counting the moments of our mercies up. Not quite forever young –but trying hard.

Love

Moira Weir 
