
The	Nickos	of	this	World	

Eighteen	years	ago	HRH	and	I	made	the	standard	middle-class	decision	to	send	our	
<irst	born	to	a	posh	school.	Off	he	went	in	the	oversized	blazer	armed	with	weighty	
school	 bag,	 sports	 bag	 and	 high	 expectations.	 After	 3	weeks	 he	 burst	 through	 the	
door,	threw	his	school	bag	on	the	kitchen	<loor	and	muttered	'It's	boring.	English	is	
boring'.		

How	did	I	respond?	I	did	something	a	bit	odd.	I	wrote	him	a	book.	A	novel	had	been	
kicking	around	 inside	my	head	 for	 some	 time.	 In	 fact,	 I	had	 read	him	many	of	 the	
'boy'	classics:	Tom	Sawyer,	Huck	Finn	and,	dare	I	add,	Richmal	Crompton's	hilarious	
Just	William	series.	During	this	time	I	actually	dreamt	the	novel.	When	Mr	Reluctant	
Reader	started	complaining	I	whacked	the	novel	down	on	paper	over	3	weeks	and	
fed	him	one	chapter	at	a	time.	He	loved	it.		

Nicko,	 the	 13	 year	 old	 lead	 character,	 is	 one	 of	 those	 kids	 seldom	 recognised	 in	
education.	Let's	be	honest.	Schools	seem	to	only	make	a	fuss	over	the	top,	say,	10%	
of	 academic	 students,	 a	 few	 sports	 stars	 and	 some	 classically	 trained	 musicians.	
Nicko,	however,	was	one	of	 those	kids	 (and	 there	are	hundreds	 like	him)	who	are	
smart	but	not	in	a	way	school	wants	them	to	be	smart.	I	taught	many,	many	Nickos	
and	I	adored	them.	Let	me	give	you	some	examples.		

Back	 in	 the	 seventies	 schools	 were	 introducing	 healthy	 food	 policies	 into	 school	
canteens.	The	Nickos	of	 this	world	quickly	 sussed	out	 the	 situation	and	 sold	Mars	
Bars	 and	 cans	 of	 coke	 at	 2	 bucks	 a	 pop	 on	 the	 school	 yard	 black	 market.	 That's	
smart.	My	 teacher	 friend	Chezza	 tells	me	 kids	 are	 still	 doing	 it	 and	 schools	 aren't	
happy.	 I	 think	 it's	 hilarious.	 The	 Nickos	 get	 politics.	 They	 won't	 swallow	 adult	
propaganda	without	 a	 <ight.	 They	won't	 swallow	 propaganda	 in	 books	 either	 and	
many	young	adult	books	push	issues.	They	see	right	through	that	ploy.	

The	Nickos	of	this	world	may	not	star	academically	but	they	are	good	kids	to	have	in	
the	class.	They	add	a	bit	of	spark.	They	entertain	the	class	with	hilarious	antics	and	
they	drip	charm.	'Miss,	I	couldn't	do	my	homework.	Dad	backed	over	my	folder.'	He	
had	the	battered	folder	but	he	probably	put	it	behind	the	car	wheels	himself.	Nickos	
are	also	good	at	getting	attention.		

They	 can	 mimic	 any	 pompous	 member	 of	 staff,	 any	 silly	 walk,	 any	 grandiose	
expression:	 sometimes,	 unwisely,	 standing	 behind	 the	 victim.	 Nickos	 are	 the	 kids	
who	hitch	a	ride	on	a	tractor	during	the	cross	country	run	or	<inish	the	Boys	Open	
800m	 run	 at	 the	 House	 Sports	 by	 co-opting	 the	 year	 8	 boys	 pulling	 the	 <lat-bed	
hurdles	trolley.	He'll	ride	that	trolley	to	the	<inish	line	grinning	and	waving	one	hand	
in	the	air	 like	Caesar	triumphantly	driving	his	chariot	through	the	streets	of	Rome.	
You	can't	help	yourself.	You	have	to	laugh.		

Of	course,	the	Nickos	of	this	world	can	also	be	devilish.	A	Nicko	will	run	a	schoolyard	
book	 taking	 bets	 during	 the	Melbourne	 Cup.	 He	will	 be	 found	 organising	 a	 poker	



school	on	school	camp.	He	gets	up	 to	other	 tricks	 too.	A	Nicko	will	 rig	a	bucket	of	
water	 over	 the	 bathroom	door	 at	 the	 school	 camp	 so	 some	unsuspecting	 kid	 gets	
drenched.	 He	 will	 substitute	 salt	 for	 sugar	 in	 the	 teacher's	 sugar	 bowl	 and,	 this	
works	brilliantly,	drop	a	red	chilli	into	the	urn	or	kettle.	Your	coffee	tastes	weird	for	
days.	The	Nickos	of	this	world	are	devilish	but	not	malicious.	They	quickly	work	out	
how	to	game	the	system.	If	you	want	to	wag	sport,	you	don't	 just	tell	tennis	you've	
gone	over	to	cricket	and	vice	versa.	A	teacher	might	plod	over	to	cricket	to	check	if	
you've	turned	up.	You	have	to	tell	tennis	you've	decided	to	do	cricket,	cricket	you've	
gone	over	to	swimming	and	swimming	that	you	are	now	doing	tennis,	and	then	you	
can	disappear	for	months.		

Anyway,	my	son	loved	the	novel	about	Nicko	and	his	antics.	I	always	meant	to	get	it	
published,	but	life	intervened.	I	shelved	it	for	18	years.	I	stumbled	over	the	stapled	
chapters	the	other	day	and	reread	the	manuscript.	I	instantly	fell	in	love	with	Nicko	
all	over	again	and,	much	to	my	surprise,	I	found	the	story	slaps	along	at	a	great	pace.	
So	I	think	I	should	do	something	with	it	now.	

But	 I	 must	 have	 had	 some	 premonition.	 My	 son,	 as	 it	 turned	 out	 although	 I	 was	
unaware	at	the	time,	was	a	bit	of	a	Nicko.	He	plays	in	a	band	these	days.	(The	Barons	
of	 Tang.	 Gypsy	 Punk.	 Aviva	 and	 Anna	 on	 horns,	 sax	 and	 base	 clarinet,	 Annie	 on	
percussion,	my	 son	on	Double	bass,	 Sean	on	drums,	 Jules	on	 guitar	 and	Carlos	on	
piano	accordion)	He's	 just	 taken	the	band	on	a	4plus	month	tour	of	 the	world:	US,	
east	coast,	west	coast,	Mexico,	Canada,	Denmark,	Czech	Republic	and	more,	<inishing	
last	Sunday	playing	on	the	Oceana	Stage	in	the	River	of	Music	Festival	at	Greenwich.	
It's	 the	 of<icial	 music	 festival	 of	 the	 Olympic	 Games.	 They	 were	 commissioned	 to	
write	a	song.	I	just	had	to	tell	you.	The	kid	that	told	tennis	he	was	at	cricket,	cricket	
he	was	at	swimming	etc	has	ended	up	being	involved	in	the	Olympic	Games.	Ironic,	
isn't	it.	I'm	still	laughing.	

	


