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The Captain and the Old School Tie

I had the misfortune to spend my junior years in a minor public school.  

I was one of the lucky ones, and emerged with the minimum of mental derangement.  There are still many, however, who remain in a state of suspended childishness, and who contribute to the old boys magazine, turn out for the old boys cricket team, and attend dinners where they can be talked down to by the masters who beat them in their youth.  Some of these people even have wives and jobs.

I estimate that roughly ninety per cent of the most influential people in this country would be considered unemployable had they not been alumni of the correct schools.  My alma mater has never produced anyone of the slightest influence.  The old boy network is restricted to pests who assume that just because you went to the same school you will want to buy insurance or carpets or motor-cars or Class A narcotics from them.

The Captain judges every case on its merits, and knows no distinction between Royalty and ragamuffin.  He has only this educational blind spot: whatever the merits of the case, if the letter begins, “I am sure that you will want to help a fellow Old Maxwellian…” it is instantly consigned to the WPB. 

Only once have I broken this rule.

Some years ago, I received a call from a Mr Patterson, a particularly repellent teacher of chemistry.  He was still a member of staff, and had been delegated to seek my help in a matter of potentially enormous embarrassment to the school.

The details were these: a chap had been discovered that morning having hanged himself from one of the rafters of the school chapel.  Connecting said chap’s neck to the rafter was a succession of four school ties, knotted together.  Chap had turned out to be an Old Maxwellian, name of Barker, who, according to Mr Patterson had had an undistinguished school career, and had not been heard of since leaving.  Until now.

The letter concluded: Come immediately!  Police not yet called, hush hush, reputation of school, blah blah.  Though the detail of the ties was mildly diverting the letter would have been filed under W for Waste had it not been for one thing.  One thing which was not in the letter.

They might not have heard of Barker since he left school, but I had. Stoat 

(as Barker had been known at school) had made a good living blackmailing the very rich for their sexual indiscretions, and I’d had to clean up after him a number of times.  The undistinguished school career referred to by Mr Patterson had been cut short when Stoat had attempted to blackmail the school chaplain. 

It was a sordid little affair, and I didn’t believe for a nano-second that Mr Patterson couldn’t remember it, senile as he probably was by now.  That’s why I went back.  Not through loyalty to the old dump, and not because I cared a fig about Stoat, but because I knew Patterson was lying. 

So I told Mr Patterson that I’d be motoring down there within the hour, that nothing must be touched, that I would be bringing my assistant with me. 

I am the Captain and I have no assistant.  The Captain calls upon whoever is best equipped to help in any given circumstance.  In this case, I needed Mr Gilbert.

Mr Gilbert is, to the casual observer, a vague, bumbling seventy year-old with an unkempt beard, who shakes like a leaf until the second scotch, after which he merely twitches a bit.  In point of fact, he is a retired pathologist with a brain like a laser. Mr Gilbert and I made good time, and arrived at the school shortly after midday. Mr Patterson with the Chaplain in tow, took us to the chapel. On the way they assured us that nothing had been touched, which is usually an indication that the scene has been systematically buggered about with, but in this instance seems to have been true.

Stoat still dangled, turning slowly on his ties, like a display model.  He was wearing a dark suit, the back of which was coated with dust.  He’d been dead for some time.

While we waited for the caretaker to find a ladder tall enough to reach the rafter, I pumped Mr Patterson. Apparently I was expected, for the sake of the old alma mater, to dispose of the body in such a way as to expunge any connection with the school.  I took great pleasure in telling Mr Patterson that this was out of the question unless I was certain that there had been no foul play, and that he had better start talking.

He clammed up, only telling me that the kid who had found Barker was under heavy sedation in the Infirmary. I suggested we visited the Infirmary and ask the kid what he knew.  Apparently it was full of highly infectious schoolboys and had been put under quarantine.

Eventually the caretaker arrived with a ladder, grumbling that he’d had to go out and buy a ladder, the school not having one tall enough on account of them never having needed one that tall.

 We got Stoat down and laid him out on the altar.  The Chaplain protested vehemently, so we booted him out.

Two notable things arose from our examination.  All four ties had name tapes sewn on them: Buntingford, Warner, Allardyce and Hill.  ‘Old boys’, according to Mr Patterson, who had ‘left years ago, but were clearly tied up in it somehow.’

I told Mr Patterson that he could have phrased it better.  He didn’t laugh. The second notable thing was that Stoat hadn’t died from hanging.  Mr Gilbert’s opinion was that it bore all the hallmarks of a massive heart attack.

So there we had it. Stoat had lain down his life in some dust some where, and then, without the use of a ladder, climbed thirty feet into the chapel rafters.  

He had then knotted together four ties and jumped.  The knots were so strong that they had withstood the shock of his falling body, as indeed had his neck. 

Perhaps Mr Patterson was bringing the same logic and intellectual rigour to the lies he was telling as he brought to the teaching of chemistry. 

I don’t know if you’ve ever been in the position to ask an ex-teacher if they have any idea how much trouble they’re in, but if you haven’t I urge you to engineer it.  It’s very amusing.  Mr Patterson took on a ghastly pallor and asked permission to leave the chapel for some air. 

I pointed out that of the four us in the chapel it, only three were using the air in it, and so there was plenty to go around.  He didn’t laugh.

Mr Gilbert was by this time absolutely certain that Stoat had been dead for several hours, that he had died of a heart attack, and that he was already dead when he was suspended. I pointed out to Mr Patterson that I had been in the same class as Stoat, and that I knew that this wasn’t the first time that he had been suspended from the school. He didn’t laugh at that, either.

But he did start to talk.

Apparently Stoat had been up to his old tricks.  He had been receiving large sums from the school for over ten years, in return for not going to the Press over an unfortunate incident which had taken place in the school armoury.

Like a great many similar schools, ours had an armoury where the boys who had difficulty with reading and writing could go and train for the army.  During rifle cleaning a boy had been shot clean through the head, whether by accident or design nobody knew.  The school closed ranks and paid the boy’s parent a vast sum of money in compensation.  The parents were delighted.  They were missionaries in Africa and were so busy spreading the Word that they barely knew their son anyway.  The school considered the matter closed.  Unfortunately for them, the dead boy was a cousin of Stoat’s, and Stoat reckoned that being tied by blood and education he was entitled to some hush money too.

Over the decade and more that he’d been blackmailing the school he had had a dramatic effect on the school’s already moribund finances, and so it was decided to put the frighteners on him.  The day before I was called, he was lured to the school, and as darkness fell found himself on the playing fields surrounded by a posse of angry school-masters toting rifles from the armoury.  Mr Patterson assured me that the intention had been only to terrify him into stopping.  They had reckoned without Stoat’s weak heart, and were at something of a loss when he had the last laugh by dropping down dead.  

The group panicked and slung the corpse in a trunk in the cricket pavilion designed for pads and stumps, but which perfectly accommodated a dead blackmailer until such time as they were able to dispose of him.  The idea was they should rise before dawn, and introduce Stoat to the school incinerator.

Mr Patterson seemed relieved to unburden himself of the events of the previous night, and expressed the hope that now I could be persuaded to carry out the job for which I had been summoned and get rid of Stoat as quickly and tidily as possible.  Being percipient types, my readers will have noticed that there was an almighty flaw in his reasoning: Mr Patterson’s narrative had ended with Stoat stowed in a pad box, and mine had opened with him dangling from a rafter in the chapel.

I pushed Mr Patterson further. He began to look desperate, and to my surprise, I began to experience a nuance of fellow feeling for the wretched man.  He swore to me that he and his fellow posse members were at a collective loss as to explain how a dead man had hanged himself.  I told him that it was clear to me that the solution lay with the tie-owning quartet, Buntingford, Warner, Allardyce and Hill.  In point of fact, it was far from being clear, but I had nothing else to go on. 

So, first stop was the school archive, to see if I could find any mention of the four old boys and I was not a bit surprised to learn that the entire archive had, that very day, been sent across the country to be rebound. 

I then demanded admittance to the Infirmary on pain of my revealing the night’s goings on to everybody up to and including the Minister for Education.  In response, Mr Patterson agreed to accompany me.

It is true of The Captain, and I suspect equally true of every other ex-public school boy, that there is an erotic charge attaching to the school matron, and this one was no exception.  Broad in the beam, brusque to the point of mania, with a face like a boot, and a voice like a demolition ball, but a uniformed Venus nonetheless. At first she stood like a medically-trained portcullis at the Infirmary door, maintaining that all five beds were occupied with virulently infectious boys.  Even her magnificent frame could not conceal the fact that behind her, through the round window in the door, the Chaplain was plainly visible tussling with a sixth-former.  Even for a public school this is somewhat out of the norm, so Mr Gilbert and I heaved our way past the Matron just in time to hear the Chaplain address the sixth-former as Buntingford.

The other three boys had already suffered forcible sedation with a substance which Mr Gilbert identified as being more properly present at a race-track than a school sick-bay.  Buntingford, being a hearty boy, had managed to hold off the Chaplain, although we had arrived in the nick of time before Matron weighed in.

Buntingford’s account, latter corroborated by his friends, was that the previous evening, at nightfall, whilst enjoying a covert cigarette behind the score-box, they had witnessed the scaring to death of Stoat.  Wary of revealing themselves while the staff were still armed, the boys waited and watched.  Being boys who shared a rather lurid and Gothic imagination, the sort who would read Poe by the light of black candles, they thought it might be a jolly wheeze to remove Stoat from his resting place among the pads, and arrange him in the Chapel.  The idea was Buntingford’s.  The use of the ties was suggested by Allardyce, who was a recreational sailor during the school holidays, and highly proficient with knots.  It was Hill who insisted that they use their own ties, reasoning that they needed to identify themselves if they were going to gain any advantage from their prank.  It was Warner who made it all possible by borrowing a ladder from the van he had seen parked down the road, being, apparently a skilled lock-picker. 

I instantly warmed to these boys, even though seventy-five percent of the group was unconscious.  Such intelligent teamwork, well thought through and cleverly executed.  

Mr Gilbert and I left the school shortly afterwards, but only after eliciting a promise from Mr Patterson and the Chaplain that the boys were to be given everything they asked for and that they must be told that I would gladly employ them when they reached their majority.  I promised to revisit the school often, to make sure that the staff were behaving, with the assurance that if they were not, I would go straight to the police.

As for Stoat, Mr Gilbert and I disposed of him in the normal way. 
