GEOFF COOMBE

Ordinary people are seldom commonplace b and can be ingired to real stature. So
Geoff Coonbe bdieves. Everyoneis an individud, but no one should be isolated.
Education b especidly Adult Eduction in the arts b should be available to anyone
prepared to seek it out Those who end up as an €elite owe it, he says, to the genera
public to make thar discoveries available and intelligible to them. (One dream of his
is of graduaes teaching adults in a kind of Nationd Service rather than stumping up
forbidding cash sums D or relying on parents to bal them out) ONe must bétle our
sense of futility and powerlessness. People should be convinced that ther lives and
work are significant. And the arts are our greatest resource for tha.O (Oddly, while
maindream educated, he sounds like a guerilla captain as he deails such
convictions)

He has been the Willow Walker@ chief man on the arts since Kirsten Lavers took over
as Editor. Origindly, the then Editor heard abou the New Statesman commissioning
an article B Becoming a Jazz Fan. (Geoff had already begun his Jazz Record
Listening Sessions B working as a kind of thinking man®@ DJ. But 1@n a catalyst
rather than a lecturer. | am shaing my discoveries.Q But the New Statesman only
printed a large patt of the article they commissioned. (B0 Alexande Masters thought
we would print a different edited version.O

Geoff went to Trinity College, Cambridge D the same year, inddentaly, as Prince
Charles Bto read English Literature. But he has loved history, literature and musc
since primary school. Languages soonfollowed. Painting came much later in theday
and heis almog relieved to write about something as a non-expert. OVe have had an
era of discipline tha has replaced amateurism with professiondism. But now we
mug reassert what the arts offer the general public. The thing is to stimulate
intelligent discussion ®not nacissistic expertise.O

Tall, bearded, with a voice tha boons the more he warms to a subject b which he
does readily - it is undestandable tha people think him an extrovert. Or even find
him intimidaing, initially.

He declares himself a freelance Adult Educator and Writer (in al thearts). Whether it
isavirtue or atragic flaw (he himself isn® certain which) he will not sell his soul by
not writing exactly what hethinks Moreover, it mus be good. He hasto bdievein
it. QPeople worry aboutquestionsor comment beng GtupidCPbut it@& only when you
leave them unasked through fear that they become stupid. It does the expert goodto
recondder the fundamentals. | know an article of mine can baffle or disappoint
people. But given time or rereading, | bdieve people can take my point. Fellow
scholars see my capacity for empahy. A proud achievement hgppened when a
Trinity PhD. decided he wanted me to address the B.A. Sodety b the graduaes
studying to become Drs and PhDs. He expected something on jazz adone Q
promised him tha Why the Arts Matter would live up to its title. O It took his
determination, the then Vice-Master@ recommendaion, and three committees. (I
wasn® suppo®d to be Ga prope academicQ) But the show got put on. Some 50
people turned up Bsome as my paticular guests. It was wondeful. | aways overrun
alittle. But after 70 minutes it was the greybeards who applauded. It was they who
wanted to know about anything else | ever did to Gncrease ther ranged But the



dighty stunnel silence of the others was qudity too. Perhgpsthetruest feedback was
the e-mails of thanks with which my stubbomn paron gotflooded. He told me thefull
story some years later. That talk Dwhich | want to make a lecture tour of Bwas my
credo from the age of fifteen to fifty, maybe longe. 1t@onel@ aways be able to do.
(1t@ not a poan of Girst loved) | did a version of it for a group of people
unemployed and retraining B miscellaneoudy recruited. They liked my conviction
as the Trinity audience had doneO

So Geoff has written specialist articles on European art musc, reviewed jazz CDs,
concerts, plays, panting exhibitions (very much to the pleasure of the panters B
which is wha counts with him. One review championed a group of dydexic
designes.) But hedl too ssldom sees print Dand may well have to pubish & his own
expense. (Like Jane Auden.) The Willow Walker has proved a welcome - and
enlightened - berth. Predictably, Geoff writes poetry of all kinds but his portfolio
also runsto pieces on ort and even comedy Kketches.

From school he has always been prepared to act. But his forte is to pulicly recite
podry and prose. Since the age of 30 he has done a four-person programme Merry
England — Live! B original, classic and contemporary writing. On a Pog Office job,
someonewas struck with the GreshnessOof a poem used at the very end of the Tom
Jones film. It was a Geoff favourite so he recited the eightline stanza entire.
Everyoneturmned and paid attention. Equally, he mischievoudy remembers times he
has upgaged monologists with a short poan of his own and a stanza of Dryden B
usudly trandations You ae there for the audience® benefit. Not vice versa.

People accept that if they hear a recital of musc, they won® exhaugt the musc@
meaning. But unless it® a play they do expect tha if words are concerned. |If your
projects are origind, youlearn from trial and eror rather than sandard practice.O

Life began for Geoff Coombe in 1949in a London subutb B Greenford, Middlesex.
Methodist Puritanism and its concern with perfectibility did nothdp. QMy father was
a severe man despite an eventual mellowing. While he aways @njoyed lifeQ he
could never copewith feeling. (I sent him a poem of mine Because | dedicated the
card to my Qespected fatherQ he never showed it to my mother.) My mother was one
of six daughters broughtup by awidow. By marrying a man eleven years her senior
shegotthefather shehad never had. She@® il dive Bin he mid-80snow.

One persona my father gave of himself was Ga Putney urchinO He won a place at a
good school but the snobby masters made his life hdl; and his precious father took
him out of education when his earning power was negligible. Althoudh he said he
was an arts man, at night school he turned himself into an engineer. (He did so
completely,Osaid Geoff with awry smile. Q did aMoby Dick panting at school with
the whde much bigge than the ship. When it went on display, my father expressed
real disapproval a my errorsin scale.O

Already a Gigh flyerQ Geoff won a place to the direct grant (supe-grammar) school,
Latymer Upper School. Situaed in Hammersmith close to the Thames, it is good
value for its reputation. In al innoence and enthusasm Geoff soon established
himself as a wunderkind, taking at the age of twelve a class on the battle of Marathon
at his own request. Latymer was famousfor getting into people into Oxbridge The
Boa Race came round annudly, of course. On Putney towpah his father had



wondeed at the occupants of the Rolls-Royces Bliving on thefat of theland: Ot was
extra-terrestrial to me.O Geoff merely wondeed if he would ever be as huge as those
rowers.

But life is never undouded. When the school® high flyers coagulated in the top
stream they became a pressurised lot. O feel | sold out to the system. We were
driven to attain prodigious high marks rather than develop as lovers of subjects. |
read off my own bat far less Dand watched so much junktelevision. Thefatigue By
Friday night | was exhausted. Piano lessonshad to go because of the workload.O He
had seen a psychiatrist as a child but now depression kicked in with a vengeance. It
still dogshim. (@ wouldn® wish it on my worst enemy.Q Orhe psychiatrist has
become a lifelong friendQ he said matter-of-factly. (Orhe spin-offs for him have
induded becoming a fan of jazz, Conrad® The Shadow Line and Spike Milligan®
Goon Show. He had adready become a Monty Python fan. Inddentally, he was a
Qyreat blokeOto his janitor: there@® an accolade for you!)

His parents never forgot the minimal interest Geoff@ headmaster took in star pupils.
Geoff himself resented how as a troubled star he was discarded as bumt out Orou
were now a @seudr troublemaker.O The once expected place at Cambridgebecame
ingead a vindication. In the Sixth Form Geoff had never been highly rated as an
English literature student. (But | had known since the age of fourteen tha it was
literature | wanted to do. Because of the way it puts usin toudh with the quick of
life.O But thoughhe has aways loved Cambridge, psychiatric woundsmade for a
roughride There are precious memories, though. (The comments of supevisors
induded OY ou know what this subject is about Some of the students really don®©0
and O never read tha Chaucer story the same way agan.Q

He had aso become a jazz fan and a hdf. He was an audience fixture at the Little
Thesatre Club, the mos modean Londonscene He briefly, butintensely, played flute.
He gave people pleasure but decided: O\ lot of people can play a bit. Very few
people can discuss musc sensbly.O But if conformity (i.e. onesize-fits-al notionsof
right and wrong) is not for him, nor is the dropout route. Despite a lifelong
dependence on medication, he haes drugs O'hey have destroyed too many
muscians warping persondities. Induding a youngassodate. | do, however, enjoy
my windOhe adds (He also appreciates the virtuosty and finesse of modean
dentistry. Smple opiumwould hadly suffice.)

Winning a place at the same college as the future king made his father feel that his
son had routed the snobswho tormented him. But when Geoff graduated his parents
had an unredistic view of the worth of tha Trinity degree. They thoughtevery
corridor of power would roll outthered carpet. Equdly incomprehengbly to Geoff,
his teachers imagined his problems would have evaporated. But depression and self-
doubtwere till at work. Q fedl the tumaroundwas when | was making a mess of a
jobinterview to do acourse in librarianship. A wise head said suddenly said: @ think
your pitch is Adult Education.O A 1981 Worker@ Educationd Assodation Summer
School virtudly settled the matter: and a professiond qudification at Hull followed.
Odd jobs have booged his cash flow, but @dult EducatorOhas been his vocationd
title ever since. Orhe Hull Depatment was well integrated into its UniversityQ Geoff
remembers. OAnd the experience you $ared! @it school | was always trying © break
the systemQa rebd was quokd as saying. @ut in Adult Education there® no system



to breskOO But the people of Hull make too little of ther city and its history band
had been told as much by local luminaries for years.O

(Here in Cambridge Ghe gownGare spoilt for choice and take too much for granted.
The GownQere more remote from its beauties than many a visitor. But both worlds
suffer from today@ blend of urban congestion and isolation. (Theyear | came up, the
college next doar changed its heating system so no freshmen could gas themselves.)
Londiness is gill the scourge of the academic. As | told Trinity@ Master and Fellows
in aletter, we mug expect people to be specialists, but today@ academics need to get
together, discuss subjects and enrich ther joumey of discovery.O

Qe talk about a quality of life. Firms cut down on staff D spesk of it as hatural
wastageQ b and have forgotten the ethic of service or pariarchdism. To visit the
bank or pod office today is like going to a casino in Las Vegas. The people who
serve us are great D but there are too few of them. We make too little contact. |
congder thisfact at the bottom of our mos shodcing and futile crimes. Can you meet
someoneove theInternet? Even if old-fashioned correspondence did have its limits.
We seldom shake hands | feel. With TV meds, I-pods|?], people Beven families b
don®talk so readily. GPs have to remind people to do tha. Walkmans had to be
banned in academic libraries as much as on bicycles. With the mobile phane rampant
whereis life in the present?0

1t@ notentirely new. With computer dating and community radio, the 60srecognised
urban londiness. Thekindsof initiative Prince Charles (a declared fan of local radio)
undetakes - and those of his late wife - commend them to me as the best of the
Royds. | exasperated my mentor in Adult Education by shying away from the Open
University. But frankly | bdieve tha the distance facility is now in optmum
condition and that our need is clean contrary: to get people together in one time and
place. And mixed ability and experience: brotherhoods without labels. Shared
joumeys of discovery, not diving throughhoops My jazz sessionshave drawn some
wondefully varied audiences. | remember four middle-aged Japanese ladies coming.
| wondeed if there was a samurai escort outside O

So: was @he wise headOright? Geoff thinksso. An Adult Education legend, the late
Cecil Scrimgeour, virtually adopied him. He P and al present b remembered the
summer school. There had been a hiccough or two, but a St. Ives group of
houswives were introduced to Conrad@ The Secret Agent, Lawrence plays and the
then unknown Edith Whaton. (They loved the Conrad and read like Trojans for
him.) Trinity sent him to Hull as James Stuat Student. (Philip Larkin was more
impressed with his tenure at Garon Records.) His mentor had cared for him like
Wordsworth@ Michael. But now - agang Geoff@ express warning - his mentor
expected him to beaclone A course on The Victorians led to apanful break. A gulf
in sendbility separated them. Geoff D overruled congstently on material B had the
pupis, both youthful and veteran, on his side His argument was with ‘middle
management’. His education was Qoo adultOfor ther WEA. His mentor had been
told not to educate the working classes, it would make them discontent with ther lot.
Effectively, he told Geoff not to teach them some home truths about the Victorians
they would not respect them as his mentor wished. (Ruskin buming Tumer canvasses
was to be kept hur-hudh.) Then and there Geoff annourced he would go freelance
like Erasmus



A sympahétic regular in his pub asked him: (Have you left fame too late?0 Geoff
and others think not  Another asked: QW\Vhat is your ultimate aim?0 QPerhaps Osay's
Geoff, Ga mini-Kruppsestate of culture: or more likely, the little persond academies
of the Greek philosophe's, Rena ssance ambassadors Band others!  Classes, seminas,
broadcasts, his own promotions b even CDs to fill ggposin provision and promotion.
Oh, | evangelise for the best. Eminent artists themselves forge. They need
reassurance t00.0

Future plans indude more writing of every kind, more of thos listening classes (not
judt jazz), even aliterary circle that would by choice of material and activity, SUrpass
current provision. No monologues, no pesondity cults, no Gous styleCeven.

Recent activities induded four taks D Why the Arts Matter, The Crisis of New
Orleans, Sonny Rollins and Forgotten Albums, Art Farmer’s Quartet in Sweden Dfor
209 Radio D a local station taking off in real earnest. (Feedback: Orha man knows
wha heB talking about Q

The Willow Walker group recently tured an annud service at the Leper Chapd from
an annua fixture to a triumph. It became a recital of words and musc b a varied
charity benefit with the Quinerably housedOshowing the presence of full humanity in
outcast and respectable alike. But the reader can buy a copy of the CD after he has
heard it onlocal radio. A Willow Walker caenda, an exhibition at St. Michael hous,
a News article on a 222 Victoria Road mural b all these suggest the fulfilment of
potential. And notonly among he Edi sadvantaged. Geoff figures on this scene

The persond front? Geoff has never married B but admits to severa relationships
Even cohabitation. Love podry mog celebrates the marvel of human naure Band he
has contributed & least oneclassic to tha. (Not tha hecan find apublsher.)

Orhere might be an Indian summer for me,Ohe mused, Gss there was for Dryden, Dr.
Johnon, Verdi, Otto Klemperer.O Othe heroes in the arts Bthe late Hans Keller and
themighty Sir Peter Hall Bnever noticed any supposed retirement.

Orheordinary Joe, so called, does not just want sogp opaas and sport on TV. There,
heis taken with Baxter® Tomorrow’s World, Attenborough@The Blue Planet Peven
Bronowski®@ Ascent of Man. Magazine polls tell usthat, bestseller lists. We al have
potential that does not get tapped. Like today® best counsllors and the latest
psychiatrists, | want to help people to live morerichly. Sureit soundsarrogant. But |
know that if people will let me, | can help them do just tha.O

© Geoff Coonmbe 2007-02-22
with thanksto John Fhdpsfor his assistance.



