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EDUCATING THE EDUCATOR

The time-table of that camp had been carefully worked out in advance, and Henry passed a copy to Stephanie who seemed to be impressed, especially as a daily space had been left for leisure activities, all adjustable according to individual choice.  Her choice upon that warm afternoon was more of a necessity.  It was to assume a horizontal position in which she would make a careful study of the roof of the First-Aid tent with her eyes shut.  Therein was a buff-coloured camp-bed to keep the patient off the ground, a yellow  sleeping-mat  to  keep  the  patient insulated from draught, a red sleeping-bag to keep the patient warm, a purple pillow upon which to rest the patient’s bead, and a red cross painted upon a white box which contained equipment to help relieve the patient’s physical problems.  Beside the white box she placed her blue rucksack, lay down on top of the red sleeping-bag, shut her brown eyes, and knew no more until, after an hour or more, she opened them again, and wondered why her bedroom-ceiling had turned bright green. She stared and stared, and after a long few minutes, it began to dawn on her that she was actually camping under canvas,  and thought  that  she had better make herself at home.   Thus was she learning her first lesson in camping which, contrary to the beliefs of the un​initiated, means making one’s self as comfortable as possible in whatever circumstances one finds one’s self circumscribed by.

“Gasping for a cup of tea.” she muttered on rallying. “Where’s my gym-shoes?”

“Where ARE your gym-shoes?” corrected Desmond who happened to be passing nearby.  Through thin tent-walls much can be overheard.

“Thanks for the advice, but I didn’t think the grammar really mattered at camp. After all we’re not at the Grammar School now.”

“Aha!” replied Desmond in mischievous tones, “We are all here to continue our education, to take it on holiday with us, and let it grow.  Just wait and see.  You’ll learn!” He and Henry were of course taking full advantage of this unique and golden opportunity at last to stand upon the dignity of one who was much more accustomed to standing upon her own.

“O.K.  you’re gasping for a cuppa?  Come and gasp with us. Kettle’s just coming to the boil.  Earl-Grey, Lapsang-Souchong, English Breakfast?  Have you brought a mug with you, apart from the one you’re wearing?  Never mind; we’ve brought spares.”

“A bit late for ‘English Breakfast’ at four o’clock of a Scottish afternoon, but I’ll go for it!” said she crawling on all fours out of the tent, straightening herself up, and combing her hair with her fingers.  She was at last beginning to look more like a human-being with a rather pretty head rather than a pretty awful Deputy-Head (girls).  “I’ll go for the Earl-Grey, I think.”

“Is that who you had in that tent with you?”

“Whom I had in the tent with me; score: one-all! When will you ever learn? Yes, I’d brought my teddy-bear with me for want of better company.  .  . - Good heavens! What on earth are those boys doing over at the girls’ place? There’s one sliding down a rope-thing over the river.  It looks terribly dangerous to me! Can’t you go and stop them?” said Stephanie in a state of alarm.

“Stop them?” said Desmond. “Henry’s just gone off a couple of minutes ago to START them!  We were finishing off building it as you were finishing your siesta. Two hours it took us.”

Sure enough, there was Henry on the hillock helping to hoist one intrepid passenger at a time on to a large car-tyre which would carry its passenger over the river and down to the opposite bank. The tyre was suspended from a short rope tied on to a hook, and the hook was part of a pulley, and the pulley would race down a rope tied to a tree high on the hillock where a rope-ladder allowed the intending passenger to climb up on to a spar attached to the tree.  The second passenger to volunteer for the journey was one of the girls. The first one had been even braver than she was, - not a boy but a guinea-pig in the shape of a heavy sack of potatoes. Spuds are known to be fearless; it is boys who prefer to save their skins and girls who prefer to preserve theirs.

Already Desmond’s children were pulling their mother up the hill to see the fun, while Desmond was pushing Stephanie up from behind. She had drained the dregs of her ‘English Breakfast’ crunched her McVittie’s chocolate biscuit, pressed her big brown eyes back into their sockets, and was being told, “Have no fear.”

But fear she had. – “Supposing they fall off ?”

“Then they fall into the river.  But what kid is going to let go of a car-tyre when he’s sitting inside it arms wrapped round either side?  What’s more, he’s got a safety-harness attached to the pulley, and don’t ask me what happens if the rope breaks.  It won’t. It’s strong enough to take twenty kids, and we only let them on one at a time anyway. The curve of the rope stops them before they get to that timber trestle-thing over there, and by that time their feet are almost on the ground again.  -  There goes another: SWISSHH!  -  Why don’t you try it Steph?”

“Not on your. . . !” and Stephanie witnessed one pupil after another climbing up, sliding down, saying “Wheeee!” And landing with self-assured safety on the shingly shore.

But she was beginning to experience that strange feeling, familiar perhaps to snails, and was slowly, very slowly, very very slowly coming out of her shell. It was the novel atmosphere of informal education in rustic surroundings, the absence of blackboards, of stiff and starchy formalities. She began to think back to her own childhood, and was witnessing a fresh generation of youngsters enjoying life under a relaxed regime of supervised order, ingenuity, and fun. “After all,” she reflected, “Henry had served in the Pioneer Corps, and must know what he’s doing with that contraption of his.  Maybe I’ll just be a devil, and have a go myself.  Whatever will the kids think !”

The kids thought, “NEVER. She’s not really going to do it!”

But her bravery knew no bounds. With an awkward struggle, she hauled herself up the swaying rope-ladder, trod in trepidation on a big thick spar, and hoisted herself into the tyre held back for a moment by Henry, who said, “Sitting comfortably?” then let go, and WHOOOSSHH ! down the slope at an unsurpassed speed.

If the speed-record for that scary aerial runway had suddenly been broken, so had the icy-thick layer of aloofness between the boy pupils and that dreaded senior member of school  staff. During the rather longer journey from Yorkshire to Perthshire, she had already managed to establish an amicable means of communication with those half-dozen girls who had been moving along as passengers at precisely the same speed as the van, with herself as driver, and Desmond’s wife Wendy as companion, plus Wendy’s young family of Fiona and Walter.  The number of names at camp was gradually beginning to multiply, and Stephanie’s memory was having to register the numerous new nicknames as well as those she had already known vaguely from registers.

Her own new nickname she had unwittingly acquired during her descent from the wobbly branches of the beech-tree high up on the embankment, and away down to the pebbly beach on the other side of the river. It was upon that moment, when half way down the rapid run of the rope-way, that it occurred to her that trousers might be by far the more practical wear for the rest of camp.

The small posse of prurient pupils on the beach, looking up at her hurtling down, could hardly help noticing the colour of whatever under-garments lay below her wind-blown skirt.   In a single instant she had become pseudonymed as “Pink-nicks” by some, as “Pink-Panter” by others, and ultimately, by common accord, as “Pink-Panther.”  Upon the next instant, she found herself being applauded for the first time in her teaching life, and whether she was the more surprised, or the pupils, will most probably never be known. Whatever the case, upon that same evening, with the entire company gathered round a communal fire in order to drink hot-chocolate and eat chocolate biscuits, she received yet  another  round of  applause. Henry Hollingworth, giving out a formal resume of the day's events, presented her with a Mars-bar “for valour” as the only staff-member who had dared to test her weight on the rope-runway.   “Well done, Pink Panther!” - School routine, school discipline, rapport between staff and pupil were undergoing a transformation. Henry wound up proceedings for the evening saying, “Good night, all. What a pity Stephen’s not here to lead us in some of those songs of his!”

Just as the various groups were about to wander off from the happy conviviality of the fire to make themselves comfortable for the night in their various tents or shelters, one small boy piped up,  “We’d better not disturb Linseed Oil; he said he was too tired to come to our camp-fire, so we just left him fast asleep in our shelter.”

“Wait a mo,” said Henry Hollingworth. “Our camp-fire’s more than just a ritual, and we expect everyone to attend from now on. You see, we’ve always lots of things to discuss, and plans to work out as to who’s going to be doing what on the next day.  But don’t worry; if he’s asleep, leave him, and, in any case, I was going to go over arrangements with you tomorrow morning instead, as I know you’re all tired tonight.  There’s the boating, and there’s the mountain to climb, and so on. But the boats are going to be ours for the next ten days, and the mountain may be there for longer than that, I suppose. And remember, no sleeping in your day-clothes; put more under you than on top. Cold comes up from the ground. Leave your lanterns just outside your tents, and they won’t invite the midges to come inside. Someone on the staff will collect them in about half-an-hour, - the lamps I mean, not the midges.  Sleep well. Good night folks.”

As peace descended upon the camp, Desmond emerged from his family tent to inform the remaining pair of adults that his two kiddies were by now well wrapped-up in their blankets of sleepfulness, and that his wife was enjoying her last yawn of the evening, only too glad to be joining them in their peaceful slumbers. The fire, once crackling so cheerfully, once brightly leaping in full-flame, had now died down to a low-lying heap of glowing embers casting a calmly soothing spell upon all it sought to allure. Thus it was inviting them to sit down and chat. So they sat down and chatted. That company of chatterers consisted only of Desmond who had just spoken, Henry who rarely stopped, and Stephanie, eager to get started, who said, “I couldn’t help noticing that lad they call ‘Linseed Oil’ going about like a zombie all day. He’s usually such an active chappie, and I'm told he can knock spots off anybody in the sports field; such a handsome boy too with that sun-tan of his! I even heard some of his team call him ‘Lazy Lindsay.’ - Why the sudden change of nickname?  I wonder if he’s O.K.”

“Ah, Pink Panther,” jested Desmond, “Fancy you expressing such concern for a lad because he’s handsome, especially when it’s the girls you’re supposed to be Deputy Head over! He’ll rally. And he’s a good organiser, so we’ll get him to supervise erecting the store-tent tomorrow.  It’s not been pitched yet, and we’re going to need it for the provisions.  Two of us are going to have to fetch them in the village. Any volunteers? Who’s best at driving a white van, Stephanie, and will Wendy and her kids go with you?”

True to plan, that late evening slumbered its way into becoming the next morning. The hour had almost arrived to awaken the store-tent in preparedness for being pitched, once the campers had consumed their respective breakfasts. These Stephanie had been elected to inspect, and she was to come back agreeably surprised at the expertise with which they had been prepared.

“What a good smell of bacon and eggs coming from over there!” said she, only to be corrected by Henry who, taking full advantage of having risen in the camping hierarchy to a higher rank than her, remarked in a self-satisfied way, “It’s only the bacon you can smell.  Eggs smell only when bad.”

“Then  they  don’t  get  fried,  do  they?”  said  Stephanie, sarcastically adding, “And thank you so much for such priceless advice, but I noticed that young Linseed Oil did without.”

“"Well they’d have used olive oil instead,” said Henry. “It drains off the eggs better, and it doesn't contain cholesterol.”

“Can you be serious for once?” said she, again asserting that assumed authority which they hoped she had almost left behind on the high perch of her pecking-order in school administration. “That lad’s not well, I’m sure.”

“Nothing wrong with him! Just look; here he comes. . . Lindsay, Can you get all the lads together, and we’ll have the store-tent up in no time; you can direct operations.  Pitch it over there just near the First-Aid tent.  Thanks.”

Strangely lacking was Lindsay’s usual grin of glad compliance, but he complied all the same, and gathered his group together. In a matter of minutes the tent was ready to receive its quota of groceries, but left empty, apart from a groundsheet and a sack of potatoes, which had been gifted by a local farmer.  This they dragged inside and propped up against a pole, and asked it to await the arrival of its fellow-foodstuffs. “They should be back here any hour now.”  And off to their separate camps the tent-pitchers went to prepare sandwiches from what was still in stock

One of the sandwich-slicers was soon perceived to be missing from that arduous task, but nobody really bothered to search for the one they had libellously labelled ‘Lazy Lindsay,’ assuming that he would be pursuing his new-found pastime of loafing around. “He never lifted a finger,” they complained, “when we were hard at work pitching that tent.”  And thus the mystery remained.

The van eventually made its re-appearance, perhaps an hour-and-a-half later, and a human chain of food-handlers was soon lined-up and linked-up to pass everything from white van to khaki tent.  A khaki ex-army tent is dark inside, but Desmond and his wife Wendy who had just been allaying their hunger by chewing a raw carrot each, said they could see in the dark.  Commanding the campers to stay outside, Desmond heaved things inside, and passed to Wendy whatever she wanted for placing in an optimum logical order all around the sides, leaving a clear passage in the middle for ease of access. The operation over, Desmond stumbled over something that had been carelessly left lying, quite without his wife’s authority, in the forbidden central passage. The object, which had been propping itself up against that sack of potatoes in turn propped up against one of the poles, drowsily said, “Sorry!”

“Good heavens!  It’s Linseed Oil!” exclaimed Desmond.

“Well, it doesn’t belong here,” insisted the organiser. Then, as Desmond opened the tent-flaps to the full, she also exclaimed, “Good heavens!”

Lindsay began to stir, just very slightly. He had been fast asleep all that time, and had just awakened Desmond to the idea that perhaps something was far wrong.

“Just go and see what the two kids are getting up to,” said Desmond to Wendy. “I must see what the matter is with Lindsay.”

Lindsay, expressing a desire to stand up to an urgent call of nature outside, tried to struggle to his feet but sat down again.

Desmond grabbed an empty orange-juice bottle, rinsed it in the stream nearby, and brought it back to Lindsay whom he lifted by placing his arms under his oxters, propped him up against the pole again, and said quietly,  “Now do what you have to do in this. I’ll be back in a minute. Tell me when you’ve done.”

One look at the contents of the bottle reminded Desmond instantly of a debilitating illness he had himself suffered when exactly the same age as Lindsay.  “Lindsay, lad, I’m going to pack you off to see a doctor. I don’t think you are all that well really.”

He informed Wendy, Henry, and Stephanie that be would be going off to afternoon surgery with Lindsay and the bottle, and meanwhile left Lindsay lying in the First-Aid tent.  Stephanie kindly volunteered to drive once again, thus taking Desmond’s place so that his family would not be left fatherless. The bottle he carefully labelled with a large ‘U’, and the proper name of its contents’ donor lest there should be any confusion, even though its colour was several shades darker than linseed oil.

Just before Stephanie drove off with Lindsay, Desmond passed him his rucksack, saying, “You might need your toothbrush and so on.”

Lindsay managed to hoist the bag upon his back, and strode towards the white van witnessed by a puzzled gathering of school​mates standing by, saying, “Look at him all sun-tanned, picture of health, going off leaving all the work to us! Have a good skive, Lazy.” Lindsay turned to give a parting gesture to his well-wishers, making sure that it was unseen by members of staff.

After yet another hour-and-a-half, back comes the white van, not driverless, but passenger-free. Out stepped Stephanie, and in the privacy of the staff quarters, disclosed the doctor’s diagnosis. “You were right, Desmond, - not just jaundice, but infectious hepatitis! He’ll be camping in a Perth hospital tonight, and in an isolation ward.  Nor shall we be seeing him back here again!”
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