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GEOFF COOMBE 
 
Ordinary people are seldom commonplace Ð and can be inspired to real stature.  So 
Geoff Coombe believes.  Everyone is an individual, but no one should be isolated.  
Education Ð especially Adult Education in the arts Ð should be available to anyone 
prepared to seek it out.  Those who end up as an elite owe it, he says, to the general 
public to make their discoveries available and intelligible to them.  (One dream of his 
is of graduates teaching adults in a kind of National Service rather than stumping up 
forbidding cash sums Ð or relying on parents to bail them out.)  ÒWe must battle our 
sense of futility and powerlessness.  People should be convinced that their lives and 
work are significant.  And the arts are our greatest resource for that.Ó  (Oddly, while 
mainstream educated, he sounds like a guerrilla captain as he details such 
convictions.)   
 
He has been the Willow WalkerÕs chief man on the arts since Kirsten Lavers took over 
as Editor.  Originally, the then Editor heard about the New Statesman commissioning 
an article Ð Becoming a Jazz Fan.  (Geoff had already begun his Jazz Record 
Listening Sessions Ð working as a kind of thinking manÕs DJ.  ÒBut IÕm a catalyst 
rather than a lecturer.  I am sharing my discoveries.Ó)  But the New Statesman only 
printed a large part of the article they commissioned.  ÒSo Alexander Masters thought 
we would print a different edited version.Ó   
 
Geoff went to Trinity College, Cambridge Ð the same year, incidentally, as Prince 
Charles Ð to read English Literature.  But he has loved history, literature and music 
since primary school.  Languages soon followed.  Painting came much later in the day 
and he is almost relieved to write about something as a non-expert.  ÒWe have had an 
era of discipline that has replaced amateurism with professionalism.  But now we 
must reassert what the arts offer the general public.  The thing is to stimulate 
intelligent discussion Ð not narcissistic expertise.Ó   
 
Tall, bearded, with a voice that booms the more he warms to a subject Ð which he 
does readily - it is understandable that people think him an extrovert.  Or even find 
him intimidating, initially.   
 
He declares himself a freelance Adult Educator and Writer (in all the arts).  Whether it 
is a virtue or a tragic flaw (he himself isnÕt certain which) he will not sell his soul by 
not writing exactly what he thinks.  Moreover, it must be good.  He has to believe in 
it.  ÒPeople worry about questions or comment being ÔstupidÕ Ð but itÕs only when you 
leave them unasked through fear that they become stupid.  It does the expert good to 
reconsider the fundamentals.  I know an article of mine can baffle or disappoint 
people.  But given time or rereading, I believe people can take my point.  Fellow 
scholars see my capacity for empathy.  A proud achievement happened when a 
Trinity PhD. decided he wanted me to address the B.A. Society Ð the graduates 
studying to become Drs and PhDs.  He expected something on jazz alone.  ÒI 
promised him that Why the Arts Matter would live up to its title.Ó  It took his 
determination, the then Vice-MasterÕs recommendation, and three committees.  (I 
wasnÕt supposed to be Òa proper academicÓ.)  But the show got put on.  Some 50 
people turned up Ð some as my particular guests.  It was wonderful.  I always overrun 
a little.  But after 70 minutes it was the greybeards who applauded.  It was they who 
wanted to know about anything else I ever did to Ôincrease their rangeÕ.  But the 
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slightly stunned silence of the others was quality too.  Perhaps the truest feedback was 
the e-mails of thanks with which my stubborn patron got flooded.  He told me the full 
story some years later.  That talk Ð which I want to make a lecture tour of Ð was my 
credo from the age of fifteen to fifty, maybe longer.  ItÕs one IÕll always be able to do.  
(ItÕs not a poem of Ôfirst loveÕ!)  I did a version of it for a group of people 
unemployed and retraining Ð miscellaneously recruited.  They liked my conviction Ð 
as the Trinity audience had done.Ó   
 
So Geoff has written specialist articles on European art music, reviewed jazz CDs, 
concerts, plays, painting exhibitions (very much to the pleasure of the painters Ð 
which is what counts with him.  One review championed a group of dyslexic 
designers.)  But he all too seldom sees print Ð and may well have to publish at his own 
expense.  (Like Jane Austen.)  The Willow Walker has proved a welcome - and 
enlightened - berth.  Predictably, Geoff writes poetry of all kinds, but his portfolio 
also runs to pieces on sport and even comedy sketches.   
 
From school he has always been prepared to act.  But his forte is to publicly recite 
poetry and prose.  Since the age of 30 he has done a four-person programme Merry 
England – Live! Ð original, classic and contemporary writing.  On a Post Office job, 
someone was struck with the ÒfreshnessÓ of a poem used at the very end of the Tom 
Jones film.  It was a Geoff favourite so he recited the eight-line stanza entire.  
Everyone turned and paid attention.  Equally, he mischievously remembers times he 
has upstaged monologists with a short poem of his own and a stanza of Dryden Ð 
usually translations.  ÒYou are there for the audienceÕs benefit.  Not vice versa.   
People accept that if they hear a recital of music, they wonÕt exhaust the musicÕs 
meaning.  But unless itÕs a play they do expect that if words are concerned.  If your 
projects are original, you learn from trial and error rather than standard practice.Ó   
 
Life began for Geoff Coombe in 1949 in a London suburb Ð Greenford, Middlesex.  
Methodist Puritanism and its concern with perfectibility did not help.  ÒMy father was 
a severe man despite an eventual mellowing.  While he always Ôenjoyed lifeÕ, he 
could never cope with feeling.  (I sent him a poem of mine.  Because I dedicated the 
card to my Òrespected fatherÓ, he never showed it to my mother.)  My mother was one 
of six daughters brought up by a widow.  By marrying a man eleven years her senior 
she got the father she had never had.  SheÕs still alive Ð in her mid-80s now.   
 
One persona my father gave of himself was Òa Putney urchinÓ.  He won a place at a 
good school but the snobby masters made his life hell; and his precious father took 
him out of education when his earning power was negligible.  Although he said he 
was an arts man, at night school he turned himself into an engineer.  ÒHe did so 
completely,Ó said Geoff with a wry smile.  ÒI did a Moby Dick painting at school with 
the whale much bigger than the ship.  When it went on display, my father expressed 
real disapproval at my errors in scale.Ó   
 
Already a Ôhigh flyerÕ, Geoff won a place to the direct grant (super-grammar) school, 
Latymer Upper School.  Situated in Hammersmith close to the Thames, it is good 
value for its reputation.  In all innocence and enthusiasm 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 famous for getting into people into Oxbridge.  The 
Boat Race came round annually, of course.  On Putney towpath his father had 
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wondered at the occupants of the Rolls-Royces Ð living on the fat of the land: ÒIt was 
extra-terrestrial to me.Ó  Geoff merely wondered if he would ever be as huge as those 
rowers.   
 
But life is never unclouded.  When the schoolÕs high flyers coagulated in the top 
stream they became a pressurised lot.  ÒI feel I sold out to the system.  We were 
driven to attain prodigious high marks rather than develop as lovers of subjects.  I 
read off my own bat far less Ð and watched so much junk television.  The fatigue!  By 
Friday night I was exhausted.  Piano lessons had to go because of the workload.Ó  He 
had seen a psychiatrist as a child but now depression kicked in with a vengeance.  It 
still dogs him.  (ÒI wouldnÕt wish it on my worst enemy.Ó)  ÒThe psychiatrist has 
become a lifelong friendÓ, he said matter-of-factly.  (ÒThe spin-offs for him have 
included becoming a fan of jazz, ConradÕs The Shadow Line and Spike MilliganÕs 
Goon Show.  He had already become a Monty Python fan.  Incidentally, he was a 
Ògreat blokeÓ to his janitor: thereÕs an accolade for you!)   
 
His parents never forgot the minimal interest GeoffÕs headmaster took in star pupils.   
Geoff himself resented how as a troubled star he was discarded as burnt out.  ÒYou 
were now a ÔpseudÕ or troublemaker.Ó  The once expected place at Cambridge became 
instead a vindication.  In the Sixth Form Geoff had never been highly rated as an 
English literature student.  ÒBut I had known since the age of fourteen that it was 
literature I wanted to do.  Because of the way it puts us in touch with the quick of 
life.Ó  But though he has always loved Cambridge, psychiatric wounds made for a 
rough ride.  There are precious memories, though.  (The comments of supervisors 
included ÒYou know what this subject is about.  Some of the students really donÕt.Ó 
and ÒIÕll never read that Chaucer story the same way again.Ó)   
 
He had also become a jazz fan and a half.  He was an audience fixture at the Little 
Theatre Club, the most modern London scene.  He briefly, but intensely, played flute.  
He gave people pleasure but decided: ÒA lot of people can play a bit.  Very few 
people can discuss music sensibly.Ó  But if conformity (i.e. one-size-fits-all notions of 
right and wrong) is not for him, nor is the dropout route.  Despite a lifelong 
dependence on medication, he hates drugs.  ÒThey have destroyed too many 
musicians, warping personalities.  Including a young associate.  I do, however, enjoy 
my wine!Ó he adds.  (He also appreciates the virtuosity and finesse of modern 
dentistry.  Simple opium would hardly suffice.)   
 
Winning a place at the same college as the future king made his father feel that his 
son had routed the snobs who tormented him.  But when Geoff graduated his parents 
had an unrealistic view of the worth of that Trinity degree.  They thought every 
corridor of power would roll out the red carpet.  Equally incomprehensibly to Geoff, 
his teachers imagined his problems would have evaporated.  But depression and self-
doubt were still at work.  ÒI feel the turnaround was when I was making a mess of a 
job interview to do a course in librarianship.  A wise head said suddenly said: ÔI think 
your pitch is Adult Education.Ó  A 1981 WorkerÕs Educational Association Summer 
School virtually settled the matter: and a professional qualification at Hull followed.  
Odd jobs have boosted his cash flow, but ÔAdult EducatorÕ has been his vocational 
title ever since.  ÒThe Hull Department was well integrated into its UniversityÓ, Geoff 
remembers.  ÒAnd the experience you shared!  ÔAt school I was always trying to break 
the systemÕ, a rebel was quoted as saying.  ÔBut in Adult Education thereÕs no system 
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to breakÕ.Ó  But the people of Hull make too little of their city and its history Ð and 
had been told as much by local luminaries for years.Ó   
 
ÒHere in Cambridge Ôthe gownÕ are spoilt for choice and take too much for granted.   
The ÔtownÕ are more remote from its beauties than many a visitor.  But both worlds 
suffer from todayÕs blend of urban congestion and isolation.  (The year I came up, the 
college next door changed its heating system so no freshmen could gas themselves.)   
Loneliness is still the scourge of the academic.  As I told TrinityÕs Master and Fellows 
in a letter, we must expect people to be specialists, but todayÕs academics need to get 
together, discuss subjects and enrich their journey of discovery.Ó   
 
ÒWe talk about a quality of life.  Firms cut down on staff Ð speak of it as Ònatural 
wastageÓ! Ð and have forgotten the ethic of service or patriarchalism.  To visit the 
bank or post office today is like going to a casino in Las Vegas.  The people who 
serve us are great Ð but there are too few of them.  We make too little contact.  I 
consider this fact at the bottom of our most shocking and futile crimes.  Can you meet 
someone over the Internet?  Even if old-fashioned correspondence did have its limits.  
We seldom shake hands, I feel.  With TV meals, I-pods [?], people Ð even families Ð 
donÕt talk so readily.  GPs have to remind people to do that.  Walkmans had to be 
banned in academic libraries as much as on bicycles.  With the mobile phone rampant 
where is life in the present?Ó   
 
ItÕs not entirely new.  With computer dating and community radio, the 60s recognised 
urban loneliness.  The kinds of initiative Prince Charles (a declared fan of local radio) 
undertakes - and those of his late wife - commend them to me as the best of the 
Royals.  I exasperated my mentor in Adult Education by shying away from the Open 
University.  But frankly I believe that the distance facility is now in optimum 
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 
journeys of discovery, not diving through hoops.  My jazz sessions have drawn some 
wonderfully varied audiences.  I remember four middle-aged Japanese ladies coming.  
I wondered if there was a samurai escort outside.Ó   
 
So: was Òthe wise headÓ right?  Geoff thinks so.  An Adult Education legend, the late 
Cecil Scrimgeour, virtually adopted him.  He Ð and all present Ð remembered the 
summer school.  There had been a hiccough or two, but a St. Ives group of 
housewives were introduced to ConradÕs The Secret Agent, Lawrence plays and the 
then unknown Edith Wharton.  (They loved the Conrad and read like Trojans for 
him.)  Trinity sent him to Hull as James Stuart Student.  (Philip Larkin was more 
impressed with his tenure at Garon Records.)  His mentor had cared for him like 
WordsworthÕs Michael.  But now - against GeoffÕs express warning - his mentor 
expected him to be a clone.  A course on The Victorians led to a painful break.  A gulf 
in sensibility separated them.  Geoff Ð overruled consistently on material Ð had the 
pupils, both youthful and veteran, on his side.  His argument was with ‘middle 
management’.  His education was Òtoo adultÓ for their WEA.  His mentor had been 
told not to educate the working classes, it would make them discontent with their 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 burning Turner canvasses 
was to be kept hush-hush.)  Then and there Geoff announced he would go freelance 
like Erasmus.   
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A sympathetic regular in his pub asked him:  ÒHave you left fame too late?Ó  Geoff 
and others think not.  Another asked:  ÒWhat is your ultimate aim?Ó  ÒPerhaps,Ó says 
Geoff, Òa mini-Krupps estate of culture: or more likely, the little personal academies 
of the Greek philosophers, Renaissance ambassadors Ð and others!  Classes, seminars, 
broadcasts, his own promotions Ð even CDs to fill gaps in provision and promotion.  
Oh, I evangelise for the best.  Eminent artists themselves forget.  They need 
reassurance too.Ó     
 
Future plans include more writing of every kind, more of those listening classes (not 
just jazz), even a literary circle that would by choice of material and activity, surpass 
current provision.  No monologues, no personality cults, no Ôhouse styleÕ even.   
 
Recent activities included four talks Ð Why the Arts Matter, The Crisis of New 
Orleans, Sonny Rollins and Forgotten Albums, Art Farmer’s Quartet  in Sweden Ð for 
209 Radio Ð a local station taking off in real earnest.  (Feedback: ÒThat man knows 
what heÕs talking about!Ó)   
 
The Willow Walker group recently turned an annual service at the Leper Chapel from 
an annual fixture to a triumph.  It became a recital of words and music Ð a varied 
charity benefit with the Ôvulnerably housedÕ showing 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 on local radio.  A Willow Walker calendar, an exhibition at St. Michael house, 
a News article on a 222 Victoria Road mural Ð all these suggest the fulfilment of 
potential.  And not only among the Édi sadvantaged.  Geoff figures on this scene.   
 
The personal front?  Geoff has never married Ð but admits to several relationships.  
Even cohabitation.  Love poetry most celebrates the marvel of human nature Ð and he 
has contributed at least one classic to that.  (Not that he can find a publisher.)   
 
ÒThere might be an Indian summer for me,Ó he mused, Òas there was for Dryden, Dr. 
Johnson, Verdi, Otto Klemperer.Ó  Other heroes in the arts Ð the late Hans Keller and 
the mighty Sir Peter Hall Ð never noticed any supposed retirement.   
 
ÒThe ordinary Joe, so called, does not just want soap operas and sport on TV.  There, 
he is taken with BaxterÕs Tomorrow’s World, AttenboroughÕs The Blue Planet Ð even 
BronowskiÕs Ascent of Man.  Magazine polls tell us that, bestseller lists.  We all have 
potential that does not get tapped.  Like todayÕs best counsellors and the latest 
psychiatrists, I want to help people to live more richly.  Sure it sounds arrogant.  But I 
know that if people will let me, I can help them do just that.Ó   
 
© Geoff Coombe 2007-02-22 
with thanks to John Phelps for his assistance. 

 


