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Preface



At the time of his death in 2012, at the age of ninety-five, Eric Hobsbawm had for some years been the best-known and most widely read historian in the world. His passing merited front-page headlines not only in the United Kingdom but also in countries as far apart as India and Brazil. His books were translated into more than fifty languages. Almost all of them have been continuously in print ever since their first publication, which in some cases dates back to more than half a century ago. Millions of readers have found their combination of analytical rigour, stylistic brilliance, interpretative brio and entertaining detail impossible to resist. In Brazil alone, sales of his books totalled almost a million, and his Age of Extremes topped the bestseller lists for weeks. His work was not only very widely read, but also exercised an enormous and lasting influence on historical thinking, as he came up with a whole series of novel concepts ranging from the ‘general crisis of the seventeenth century’ and ‘the invention of tradition’ to ‘social banditry’ and ‘the long nineteenth century’. Debates on his work, from the standard of living in the Industrial Revolution to the origins of nationalism, continue to inspire new historical research many decades after he set them in motion.


Eric Hobsbawm’s huge reputation and global influence as an historian would alone be sufficient justification for devoting a biography to him, but he was also a public intellectual and influential spokesman for the Left, and not just in Britain. In the 1980s and early 1990s he played a key role in the political debates behind the rise of New Labour, a role that towards the end of his life he came to regret. Lula da Silva, who became President of Brazil in 2003, explicitly acknowledged Eric’s impact on his thinking, as did his predecessor Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Eric’s influence on the Left was equally notable in India and Italy. Not for him the quiet life of a scholar shuffling between the study, the library and the lecture hall. For many years, his political activities were regarded as dangerous enough to attract surveillance by MI5.


This book is subtitled ‘A Life in History’ because Eric was not only an historian by profession but was also present at major moments in the history of the twentieth century, beginning with the Nazi seizure of power in Berlin in 1933, and continuing through the first celebrations of Bastille Day after the election of the Popular Front in France in 1936, the Spanish Civil War in the same year, the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, the war itself and on to the Cold War and beyond. His unpublished diaries and letters and the many other sources available to tell the story of his life give a vivid impression of Berlin, London, Cambridge and Paris in the 1930s, the British Army in the early 1940s, the McCarthyite atmosphere of the late 1940s and early 1950s, the crisis of Communism in 1956, the jazz scene in Soho in the late 1950s, the upheavals that convulsed Latin American politics and society in the 1960s and 1970s, the rise of ‘Eurocommunism’ in Italy around the same time, the political debates within the Labour Party in the 1980s, and the intellectual politics of France’s cultural elite in the 1990s.


This is a very long book not least because Eric Hobsbawm lived for a very long time. He remained active, intellectually undiminished and politically committed, into the second half of his tenth decade, writing and publishing all the time. But the book is also long because I have tried to let Eric tell his story as far as possible in his own words. He was a compelling and engaging writer, not just in his chosen field of history, but in many other genres as well. His immense output included short stories, poems, descriptions of the natural world, travelogues, political tracts, personal confessions, and much more besides. He knew how to tell a good story, not only about the past but also about his own life. Although his historical works sold millions of copies in scores of languages across the world, much of his other writing remains little known. A good deal of the material presented in this book has never been published before; much of it is brilliant and deserves to be widely read.


Any biographer who attempts a life of Eric Hobsbawm has to confront his own autobiography, Interesting Times, published in 2002. The book was, he said, more about the story of the public than the private man.1 His friend Elise Marienstras noted on reading that there were ‘very few personal things’ in it.2 And indeed, as Stefan Collini has observed, Interesting Times is ‘that curious hybrid, an impersonal autobiography. One learns from it rather more about the society and politics of the 20th century than about the inner life of Eric Hobsbawm.’3 This biography, therefore, while not neglecting Eric’s intellectual and political development, focuses above all on his personal experiences and indeed on his inner life. There are good reasons for this. He viewed his life, not as shaping anything very much in the wider scheme of things, but as being shaped by the times he lived through.4 As he later said, however, he was ‘psychologically an unsystematic, intuitive, spontaneous historian, disinclined to plan’.5 This book will show how his intuition as an historian was shaped not just by the political and historical context in which he lived but also by his personal circumstances, commitments and passions. I have tried to avoid overlap between this book and Interesting Times as much as I can, but inevitably, it has not always been possible, especially for the early part of his life. Still, Eric’s autobiography is above all a work of memory, while this biography is based overwhelmingly on sources contemporary with the thoughts and actions they describe. It does not in any way seek to replace Interesting Times, which can be read with profit and enjoyment alongside it.


I knew Eric not intimately, but for a fairly long time; to tell the truth, I was too much in awe of him to become a close friend, for I knew that on almost any subject on which we might converse, he would know infinitely more than I did. Not that I agreed with him on everything, far from it; I have always been a social democrat in my political convictions. I could never accept the fundamental premises of Communism, least of all after seeing at close quarters what they produced in the grim, grey and joyless dictatorship of Communist East Germany when I got to know it during the researches I carried out for my doctorate in the early 1970s. But the task the historian has to fulfil above all others is to enter into an understanding of the strange and often alien world of the past, not to condemn it on the one hand or identify with it on the other. What I have tried to do in this book is to present Eric Hobsbawm to twenty-first-century readers and let them make up their own minds about what he said, did, thought and wrote.


Although he became embroiled in many arguments and controversies, Eric was as far as I can tell entirely without malice or ill will. Unlike so many historians and academics, he was never a ‘good hater’. He was kind, generous and loyal to a fault. Eric was a man who loved life and lived it to the full, as I hope the following pages will show. The more I have read his writings – and I have read the vast majority of them – the more I have come to admire and respect him not just as an historian but as a person, and wish I had got to know him better when he was alive.


In researching and writing this book I have incurred many debts. My first and most important is to Marlene Hobsbawm, who has been wonderfully supportive all the way through, and has supplied information and material I could not otherwise have obtained. I hope she is pleased with the result. I would not have embarked on this project had the Modern History Section of the British Academy not asked me to write the ‘biographical memoir’ that all Fellows receive after their death; a visit to Eric and Marlene’s Hampstead house, where a vast mass of personal papers awaited me on the top floor, convinced me that there was enough material to write a full-length biography. Alaric Bamping, Eric and Marlene’s son-in-law, kindly guided me through them and supplied at intervals further documents as they were discovered.


Most of Eric’s papers are now in the Modern Records Centre at the University of Warwick, and the staff have been unfailingly helpful and efficient during my many visits there. I am also indebted to the staff at the BBC Written Archives Centre, Caversham; the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas, Austin; The National Archives; King’s College Archive Centre, Cambridge; Churchill College Archive Centre, Cambridge; the British Library of Economic and Political Science at the London School of Economics; the University of Manchester Archive; the Labour History Archive and Study Centre, People’s History Museum, Manchester; Cambridge University Library; Bristol University Library Special Collections; the David Higham Associates literary agency; Little, Brown archive; Weidenfeld & Nicolson archive; the US Department of Justice (Freedom of Information requests); the Archivio della Scuola Normale di Pisa; US Holocaust Memorial Museum Collections, Washington, DC; the Archives Fondation Maison des Sciences de l’Homme, Paris; the Centre des Archives Diplomatiques de Nantes; the Archiv der israelitischen Kultusgemeinde, Vienna; the Archiv der Fichtnergasse-Schule, Vienna; the Wiener Stadt-und Landesarchiv, Vienna; and the Dokumentationsarchiv des österreichischen Widerstandes, Vienna. Because this book is based largely on unpublished archival material, I have dispensed with a bibliography. I have also tried to keep the notes to a minimum. All translations from French and German are mine; from Italian by Grazia Schiacchitano, and from Portuguese by Antonio Kerstenetzky. Material is still being transferred from the family to the Modern Records Centre at Warwick; references to the Hobsbawm Family Archive may need checking with the Centre.


The Leverhulme Trust kindly awarded me an Emeritus Fellowship which allowed me to obtain research assistance, saving me an enormous amount of time: I am particularly grateful to Anna Grundy at the Trust for her support throughout the project. For help with the research I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to Roberto Asmat Belleza, Fiona Brown, Stephanie Chan, Daniel Cowling, Charlotte Faucher, Victoria Harris, Yannick Herbert, Antonio Kerstenetzky, Rafael Kropiunigg, Johanna Langenbrink, Holly McCarthy, Mary-Ann Middelkoop, Emma Notfors and Grazia Schiacchitano.


 


*


 


I am deeply indebted to the following people who kindly agreed to be interviewed or supplied information: Judith Adamson, Peter Archard, John Arnold, Neal Ascherson, Maurice Aymard, Joan Bakewell, Logie Barrow, Henri Berghauer, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Youssef Cassis, Geoff Crossick, Roderick Floud, Eric Foner, Roy Foster, Patrick Fridenson, Judith Friedlander, Marcus Gasparian, Edward Glover, Andrew Gordon, Lise Grande, Marie-Louise Heller, Angela Hobsbaum, Andy Hobsbawm, Julia Hobsbawm, Marlene Hobsbawm, Anthony Howe, Bruce Hunter, Joanna Innes, Nick Jacobs, Martin Jacques, Ira Katznelson, Gioietta Kuo, Daniel Lee, Geoffrey Lloyd, Fritz Lustig, Alan Mackay, Jeremy Marchesi, Robin Marchesi, Elise Marienstras, Patricia McGuire, Alan Montgomery, Andrew Morris, Doug Munro, Michelle Perrot, Richard Preston, Stuart Proffitt, Richard Rathbone, Garry Runciman, Donald Sassoon, Pat Stroud, Pat Thane, Romila Thapar, Keith Thomas, John Thompson, Claire Tomalin, Lois Wincott and Chris Wrigley. My apologies to anyone I have failed to interview; I am sure there are many.


I am grateful to Bruce Hunter and Chris Wrigley, Eric Hobsbawm’s Literary Executors, for permission to quote copyright material in what follows. At the outset of the project, David Cannadine provided some sage and essential advice on biographical research. Rachel Hoffman, Bruce Hunter, Marlene, Julia and Andy Hobsbawm and Chris Wrigley have read the typescript and done a great deal to help improve it, as has my indefatigable editor at Little, Brown, Tim Whiting. To him, Zoe Gullen, Zoe Hood and Linda Silverman of Little, Brown, as well as Richard Collins, Daniel Balado and Christine Shuttleworth, I also extend my thanks for making the process of publication a smooth and enjoyable one.


I began working on this book at Wolfson College, Cambridge, and completed the first draft in the leafy, tranquil surroundings of the University of Richmond, Virginia, and I am grateful to both institutions for supplying me with the facilities, the time and the space with which to write. Many friends have listened patiently to me as I have talked to them about the project, and I am particularly grateful to Niamh Gallagher, Bianca Gaudenzi and Rachel Hoffman for their support. I owe more than I can say to Christine L. Corton, who read the early drafts, checked the proofs with a professional eye, and helped sustain me throughout the process of writing and research. When she first met Eric, in the early 1990s, she told me I would one day write his biography, and, as with so many other things, she has eventually been proved right.


Barkway, Hertfordshire, August 2018
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‘The English Boy’


1917–1933


I


Throughout his life, whenever he filled in one of the many forms that required him to enter ‘place of birth’, Eric Hobsbawm was obliged to write down the unlikely location of the city of Alexandria, in Egypt. For a man who believed that very little in history happened by chance, it was ironic that so many of the circumstances preceding and attending his birth were strikingly accidental. At the same time, as he liked to point out later in life, he would not have been born where or when he was, without the multiple intersections of some very major events in world history.


The first of these was the troubled relationship between Imperial Russia and the area known in the nineteenth century as ‘Congress Poland’, whose sovereign was the Russian Tsar. Following an unsuccessful nationalist uprising in 1863, Congress Poland was ruthlessly incorporated into the Russian Empire, its separate identity and institutions obliterated. It was the home to a large and impoverished community of Jews, whose rights and freedoms were heavily restricted by the Russian government in St Petersburg. The Jews lived in the poorest parts of Poland’s towns and cities, forced to eke out a living in miserably paid and overworked artisan trades. Unsurprisingly, increasing numbers of Jews began to emigrate to England and America from the 1860s onwards. The threat of conscription into the Russian army, especially when war with the Ottoman Empire threatened in the mid-1870s, concentrated the minds of young Jewish men in particular. Those who found their way to London began to form a distinct community among the East End poor. Nine hundred of them were counted living there in the UK census of 1861, and 4500 in the census of 1881.1


Among the new arrivals from Poland in the mid-1870s was David Obstbaum, a cabinetmaker. Born in or around 1838, he had, according to family legend, walked from Poland to Hamburg when he was threatened with being conscripted into the Tsarist army.2 From there he came to London with his second wife Rosa, née Berkoltz, like him a native of Warsaw. She was considerably younger, born in about 1852. The couple brought with them two children: Millie, born in 1866 to David’s first wife, now deceased, and Louis, born in 1871 to Rosa. The name ‘Obstbaum’, meaning ‘fruit-tree’ in German (or, more probably, Yiddish, the language most commonly spoken by Jews in Congress Poland), was something of a tongue-twister for the English. On David’s registration as an immigrant in London, a Cockney immigration officer misheard his name, added what he must have assumed was a silent ‘H’ to the beginning, and dropped the unpronounceable ‘t’ so his name became Hobsbaum.3


The couple settled down to a steady if modest existence in their new home country. A second child, Philip, was born in Manchester on 12 May 1874; his grandson, also Philip Hobsbaum, born in 1932, became a well-known poet, critic and academic.4 Their third son, Aaron, known as Ernest, was born in London in 1878; his daughters Edith and Margarite became two further victims of British officialdom’s inability to deal with foreign names and were registered at birth with the name Hobsburn. A daughter, Sarah, known as Cissy, was born in 1879; in 1909 she married Louis Prechner, another man of Central European origin: their son Denis was born on 16 November 1916 in Stoke Newington, a district on the northern edge of London’s Jewish East End. In due course he became a prominent jazz critic and record producer. He was to play a significant role in Eric’s life.5


Altogether there were twenty-two members of the Hobsbaum cousinhood in Eric’s generation. Only a very few of them had any real contact with him, however, scattered as they were across various parts of the globe. ‘Ours’, as he later remarked, ‘. . . is not a very close-knit family.’6 The two uncles who were to play the most important part in Eric’s life were Solomon (Sidney), born in Dalston, in north-east London, on 25 April 1889, and Henry, generally known as Harry, born on 9 July 1888, whose son Roland became Eric’s closest friend during his adolescence. All in all, the fact that seven out of David and Rosa Hobsbaum’s nine children reached adulthood speaks to a certain physical resilience in the family’s genetic constitution, though none of them survived into what we would now regard as old age; only Millie, David’s daughter by his first wife, escaped this fate, dying in 1966 at the age of ninety-nine, sixty years after she had emigrated to America with her husband. All of Eric’s first cousins, apart from Louis, who was born in Warsaw and therefore like his parents was naturalised as a British citizen, were born British and remained so throughout their lives; all of them were native English-speakers and all of them adapted quickly to English culture and English life; in fact, they were passionately ambitious to become ‘English in name, politics and culture’, as Eric later noted. They were mostly craftsmen or clerks: there was no record of rabbinical learning or business wealth in the family, and many of them had very little formal education.7


Eric’s own father, Leopold Hobsbaum, generally known as Percy, was born in Whitechapel, in the heart of London’s Jewish East End, on 8 September 1881, the fifth child of David and Rosa. While the two oldest sons of David Hobsbaum, Louis and Philip, followed in their father’s footsteps and became cabinetmakers,8 the others, including Percy, perhaps benefiting from the introduction of compulsory primary education between the ages of five and ten in Britain in 1880, made the social ascent into the ranks of the lower middle class. Ernest became a telegraphist, later graduating to a position as a schoolmaster. Harry was also a telegraphist, and his sister Sarah became a schoolmistress; Isaac trained as a chemist and later as a mining engineer. Sidney was a businessman in a minor way, though never, as it turned out, very successfully. So far, therefore, the story of the family following its establishment in London in the 1870s was not untypical of the social history of the Jewish immigrant community of the day. As relatively early arrivals, the Hobsbaums benefited from the liberal immigration policies of the Victorian era, enjoyed a head start over later arrivals from Eastern Europe, and were able to escape the dire poverty that characterised the everyday life of East End Jews in the 1890s and 1900s.9


It was around the time that Percy reached adulthood that a second major aspect of world history impacted upon the Hobsbaums. Britain in the early twentieth century was at the centre of a vast global empire that included, though not in a formal sense, countries of South America such as Chile, where Eric’s uncle Isaac emigrated with his wife and children, inaugurating a long family connection with the country. Since 1869 a key element in the maintenance of the British Empire had been the Suez Canal, which shortened the route to India for seaborne traffic by seven thousand kilometres. To protect the canal, Britain had effectively taken over the administration of Egypt by force from the Ottoman Empire in 1882. By the 1890s the country’s major institutions were being run and staffed by the British, offering opportunities for employment to those who wished to make a career for themselves abroad.10


Percy’s brother Ernest moved to Cairo some time before the end of the nineteenth century, where at first he lectured to the Free Popular University and then managed to secure employment with the British-run Egyptian Postal and Telegraph Service; later on, he wrote novels about his experiences (Cross and Crescent and Draper’s Hall), though they were not very successful. When Percy reached the age of majority, Ernest suggested to him that he might find congenial employment in the same institution. So Percy moved there to join his brother. In doing so, he also joined the multinational, largely French-speaking expatriate community in Cairo and Alexandria. Social life was very active, and in 1913 Ernest married Jeanne Claeys in Cairo: their two daughters, Edith and Margarite, were born in the same city respectively in 1914 and 1915.


It was also in 1913, in one of Alexandria’s central expatriate social institutions, the Sporting Club, that Percy Hobsbaum met the eighteen-year-old Nelly Grün, one of three daughters of Moritz Grün and his wife Ernestine, née Friedmann. Her family lived in Vienna. Moritz and his wife were registered as members of the Jewish faith, and were engaged mainly in the jewellery business. They were relatively well off. Born on 7 April 1895, Nelly had just graduated from secondary school, still an unusual achievement for a Viennese girl. Moreover, she had passed with distinction.11 So, as a reward, her parents had decided to give her a holiday somewhere outside Austria. They chose Alexandria as a suitable destination because her uncle Albert, a successful merchant, had based himself there, running a well-stocked retail outlet. Percy and Nelly fell in love and decided to marry. They got engaged and started making plans for their wedding.12


As their plans advanced, however, world history intervened again, this time in the shape of the First World War, which broke out in August 1914, with Austria-Hungary, Germany, Turkey and Bulgaria lined up on one side, and Britain, France and Russia, joined later by Italy and Romania, on the other. Nelly worked for a time as a nurse in a military hospital while she and Percy decided what to do. Since Nelly was Austrian and Percy was British, it would have been unwise for them to marry or indeed even meet in either of their respective native countries, as that would have resulted in the one or the other of them being interned as an enemy alien. They got married, therefore, in Zurich, in neutral Switzerland, on 1 May 1915, with the British Consul officiating, aided by a special permit personally signed by the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey.13 After a brief honeymoon in Lugano, in southern Switzerland, the couple made their way to Naples and then to Rome, in still-neutral Italy (it was not until 23 May 1915 that the Italians entered the war, on the Allied side, despite their formal alliance with the Germans). From there they sailed to Alexandria, where Percy had his job in the Postal and Telegraph Service waiting for him and both he and his wife, now a British citizen by marriage, had relatives living.14


It was here, in the Sporting District of the city, situated between the seashore and the open spaces of the golf links and racecourse of the late Victorian Sporting Club, that Eric came into the world on 8 June 1917. The British Consul, Mr D. A. Cameron, not only got the date wrong (he registered it as 9 June) but also misspelled Eric’s surname when registering his birth on 12 June: in English, ‘au’ at that time was pronounced ‘or’, and not ‘ow’, in the German manner, as it commonly is now, and so the Consul misheard the name, which presumably Eric’s parents failed to spell out, and put a ‘w’ instead of a ‘u’. Thus he became Eric John Ernest Hobsbawm. He derived his first name from a cousin born the previous year as the second son of Isaac Hobsbaum (‘Berk’), the uncle who lived in Chile. He was given the middle name ‘Ernest’ after the uncle based in Egypt.15 The rest of the family continued to be spelled ‘Hobsbaum’ with a ‘u’, except for those few members whose names were spelled, whether deliberately or accidentally, in some other way, like the Hobsburn sisters or Harry’s son Roland (Ron), whose school name tags gave his surname as ‘Hobsborn’ even though his official name at school was still Hobsbaum.16


Eric remembered little or nothing about his time in Egypt, ‘except, possibly, a cage of small birds in the zoo at Nouzha, and a corrupt fragment of a Greek children’s song, presumably sung by a Greek nursemaid’.17 Within a few months of his birth, the stalemate of the First World War was broken by the October Revolution in Russia, when Lenin and the Bolsheviks seized power in St Petersburg. The fact that Eric was born in the year of the Bolshevik Revolution was, on the face of it, a mere coincidence, but none the less, one that somehow stood as a symbol for the political commitment he was to gain later on.



II



In November 1918 the war came to an end. The rapid rise of nationalism in Egypt, which was to culminate in a revolution in 1919, followed by independence three years later, was making the country uncomfortable for expatriates. So as soon as she could, Nelly sailed to Trieste, which the peace settlement had transferred from Austria to Italy. She travelled in comfort on the first ship out of Alexandria, the steamer Helouan of the Lloyd Triestino Line, the two-year-old Eric in tow; Percy joined them in the early autumn.18 Nelly’s father was waiting on the quayside at Trieste and took his daughter and grandson on the Southern Railway to Vienna to live with him and his wife Ernestine in a second-floor flat in the western suburbs, at Weissgerberstrasse 14. Visiting it for the first time since then, for a television documentary made in the mid-1990s, Eric pointed out the spare room to which his parents moved with him on their arrival. ‘Hasn’t changed much’, he commented, looking at the solid stone building from across the street. He did not accept the television director’s invitation to step inside.19


Some months after the family’s arrival in Vienna, Eric’s father, flush with inflation-proof sterling from his years in the British Postal Service in Alexandria, rented a first-floor flat in the Villa Seutter, which stood on a hill in the Hacking district of Vienna. It dated from the 1880s, when Carl, Baron Seutter von Loetzen, had built it as a family home. It was a rather grand edifice, crowned with a four-sided dome and possessing extensive grounds in which Eric played with the children of the Gold family, who lived on the ground floor; Nelly became close to their mother, sharing an interest in literature and culture.20 Post-war hyperinflation had forced the once-wealthy Seutter family to rent out the villa, and it took some time for their fortunes to recover so that they could repossess it: the building remains the family’s property to the present day. This was perhaps the most prosperous and certainly the most tranquil period of Eric’s childhood, although he was suffering at the time of the move there from a broken nose. ‘Eric was very ill with it – he had a high temperature’, his mother remembered some years later, ‘and when we moved to Hacking in May, he was still bandaged. It was not pierced, it broke by itself, and perhaps that is why it took so long.’21


The large family group in which Eric spent his early years in Vienna centred on two married couples. First there were his mother Nelly and her husband Percy. In 1921 they were joined by his uncle Sidney, who, remarkably, on 14 December 1921 married Nelly’s younger sister Grete Grün, usually known as Gretl (born on 21 September 1897). Their son Peter came into the world on 30 July 1926.22 For much of the 1920s Sidney and Gretl lived in Vienna, where Sidney pursued various business interests, until they moved to Berlin towards the end of the decade.23 While they were in Vienna, Eric became close to his aunt, as in 1925 he was sent for a short while to a sanatorium in the Alps to recover from an illness, and was looked after there by Gretl, who had also been sent there under medical advice.24 Then there were the Grün grandparents and assorted, more distant Grün cousins with whom this core group met from time to time. The third and oldest of the Grün sisters, Marianne or Mimi (born on 23 February 1893), was more distant but still in contact with the family.25 Nelly’s relatives on her mother’s side, the Friedmanns, were also part of the wider family circle. There were other relatives in England. ‘If there was anything specifically Jewish about them’, Eric wrote later of the members of his family, ‘it was the assumption that the family was a network stretching across countries and oceans, [and] that shifting between countries was a normal part of life.’26


During the 1920s, Eric grew up in the social world of the Viennese bourgeoisie, though distanced from it to a certain degree because he, his parents and his sister, Nancy (born on 5 November 1920), were British by background and citizenship.27 Still, to the end of his life when he spoke German it was with ‘a slight hint of an antediluvian Viennese accent’, as he confessed later, ‘that perhaps still lets itself be heard in my German after more than seventy years’.28 National identity was weak in the First Austrian Republic, the residual, German-speaking part of the former Habsburg Empire left over when the ‘successor states’ of Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland became independent after the war. Reminders of the empire were everywhere: Eric later remembered a Slovenian child-minder who told him tales of werewolves from her home country; his relatives lived in or came from towns now in Poland, Romania or the Czech Republic; and the apartment building supervisors were almost certainly Czech. Thus, quite apart from his father’s English background, and his own first years in Alexandria, Eric grew up in a milieu that was cosmopolitan almost by definition. At the same time, the invariable medium of communication for the middle classes was German, which gave the Viennese bourgeoisie, including the highly acculturated Jewish population, an unshakeable sense of superiority over other national minorities.29


Vienna was deeply scarred by the anti-Semitism of a strong minority among the bourgeoisie, encouraged by Karl Lueger, the pre-war mayor. The two hundred thousand people of Jewish descent in the city – 10 per cent of the population, including those who, like the Hobsbaums and Grüns, were not religious – could not escape from it. Austrian law required all citizens to be registered as members of a religion, and, although Percy described himself as ‘without a confession [konfessionslos]’, all official documents concerning him and his family described them as Jewish (mosaisch) by faith.30 Thus when Eric was in secondary school in Vienna, he was excused Christian religious instruction and sent instead to an afternoon class for Jews in another part of Vienna, where he was taught Jewish religious customs and learned to read Hebrew script, an accomplishment that he had, however, forgotten by the time he reached adulthood.31 He attempted to declare himself officially as not belonging to any religion the moment he was legally entitled to do so, at the age of thirteen, but his mother prevented him from carrying out his intention. Faced with hostile prejudices and negative stereotypes, Eric’s mother told him firmly when he was ten: ‘You must never do anything, or seem to do anything, that might suggest that you are ashamed of being a Jew.’32 He always remembered this injunction, and, he confessed towards the end of his life, always did his best to live up to it.


Family life in the Villa Seutter consisted of the usual routines. ‘I discovered Eric painting a picture for your birthday’, Nelly wrote to her sister Gretl in August 1924. ‘Even he didn’t think it was very good.’ Her main worry was the inadequacy of their maid-of-all-work. ‘Her capabilities have been much exaggerated’, she wrote. The girl was eventually dismissed, and Nelly fretted about doing without a servant during the winter.33 In the spring of 1925, she travelled to England to nurse her sister Mimi, who had fallen seriously ill, leaving Percy and her mother to look after the children.34 Eric was given three weeks off school to go and stay with his aunt Gretl in Berlin.35 The family could have managed without a servant, but although it might have been less stressful than actually having one, to employ a domestic in 1920s Vienna was a mark of bourgeois status that Nelly Hobsbaum did not want to abandon. ‘Try not ever to admit that you could do without a maid!!’ Nelly told her sister: ‘A maid is just as much a necessity as food or a roof over your head.’36


Neither the Hobsbaums nor the Grüns were well off. Such savings as the Grüns had accumulated disappeared in the massive inflation that followed the end of the First World War in Austria as well as Germany, and Percy’s reserves of sterling brought from Alexandria soon ran out. Vienna after the end of the war was no place for a man who answered the question ‘What are you best and worst at?’ with the words ‘Missing opportunities. Grasping them.’37 Vienna was full of highly educated and well-trained civil servants who had once run the Habsburg Empire but were now thrown out of their jobs because they had nobody left to administer beyond the six million inhabitants of the rump of German-speaking Austria. Propelled into economic misery along with them were all the shopkeepers, lawyers, manufacturers and tradespeople who had depended for a living on the patronage of the now-vanished Habsburg Imperial Court and administration. In this dire economic situation, Percy Hobsbaum did not stand a chance.38 Nelly earned some money by translating fiction from English into German, but it was by no means sufficient to keep the family going.39 On 13 May 1926 the family was forced by economic necessity to move from the expensive Villa Seutter in the leafy suburb of Hacking to a cheap second-floor flat at Einsiedeleigasse 18, in the less fashionable district of Ober St Veit.40


The move meant that Eric had to change to a second primary school in the precinct where the new flat was situated. He seems to have done well there, for he arrived at his first secondary school with top marks from his previous school in everything except for the neatness of his work. His secondary school reports for 1928 gave him a ‘very good’ grade in divinity, natural history and singing, ‘good’ in German, history and geography, as well as gymnastics, and ‘satisfactory’ in mathematics, drawing and writing. He was evidently a model pupil, since the report described his behaviour as ‘very good’. His teachers recommended him in their report of June 1928 for progressing to the next class above. Yet the instability of his schooling affected Eric’s education, throwing him back on his own intellectual resources. He began reading intensively from around the age of ten and never stopped until his dying day eighty-five years later.


He devoured books and magazines on prehistory and the natural world and became an enthusiastic and discerning bird-watcher: in 1927, on holiday in the village of Rettenegg, in the wooded Styrian hills, he ‘saw, for the first time in my life, the great black woodpecker, all one-and-a-half foot of it under the vivid red helmet, drumming against a stump in a clearing like a mad miniature hermit, alone under the stillness of the trees’.41 He also went to the theatre with his parents, and watched Charlie Chaplin films at the local cinema. He read popular detective stories, and mastered gothic German handwriting. In his spare time, he collected stamps, which showed him, he later remembered, ‘the contrast between the unchanging continuity of George V’s head on British stamps and the chaos of overprints, new names and new currencies elsewhere’. His sense of instability was deepened by his registering in Austria of ‘the changing coins and banknotes of an era of economic disruption’. He learned about ‘war, breakdown, revolution, inflation’ from the adults around him.42 What intellectual stimulation Eric received at this time came not from his father, whose collection of books focused on adventure stories, including Kipling’s, which Eric ‘read without understanding’, and a volume of poetry by Tennyson, but from his mother, and from school.43


‘He is fine at school’, his mother reported in January 1929, ‘but his behaviour leaves something to be desired’, a criticism which, however, she failed to substantiate with any details.44 He was doing well in most subjects, though his struggling family sometimes baulked at the requirement to purchase textbooks, notably an expensive school atlas, which Eric persuaded his mother to buy despite the ‘sense of crisis’ her reluctance to buy it conveyed.45 ‘Eric’s report was very good’, his mother wrote at the beginning of February 1929, ‘he did well in all the main subjects, only a “good” in History (I don’t know why) and in Maths.’46 In Maths, he only scored ‘satisfactory’ in his first half-yearly report for 1929. He continued to gain grades of ‘very good’ in Divinity, German, Geography, Natural History and Singing. In history he was just ‘good’, though he made up for this in the second half of the year with a string of ‘very good’ marks, as he did in every other subject, including the new one of Latin, but with the continuing exceptions of mathematics, gymnastics and handwriting, where his performance was deemed to be ‘satisfactory’. Overall he was recommended as ‘outstanding’ for progress to the next class.47


Nelly clearly put a great deal of effort into encouraging Eric to read and to work hard at his lessons. She also gave him love and affection, providing him with emotional as well as intellectual stimulation. Indeed, Eric was far closer to his mother than he was to his somewhat unsympathetic father. A passionate anglophile, she spent a good deal of time correcting and improving Eric’s written and spoken English and made sure that only English was spoken at home.48 His school report for 1929 put down ‘English-German’ in the box denoting his ‘mother tongue’.49 He was, in other words, bilingual, a native speaker of English as well as of German. His mother ‘dreamed’, Eric later remembered, ‘that I might one day find myself in the Indian Civil Service – or rather, since I was so obviously interested in birds, in the Indian Forestry Service, which would bring me (and her) even closer to the world of her admired Jungle Book’.50 Her example as the author of novels and short stories surely had some influence in determining his later choice of career as a writer and laid the foundation for his mastery of English as well as of German prose style later in life.


Eric’s relationship with his father seems to have been far from easy. He later described him as ‘intelligent, agreeable, musical and a fine all-round sportsman as well as a lightweight boxer of championship standard’.51 Percy had been crowned amateur lightweight boxing champion of Egypt twice, in 1907 and 1908. He remained in Eric’s memory (or perhaps from photographs) ‘a medium-sized sinewy man in rimless pince-nez, black hair parted in the middle, with a horizontally lined forehead’. In a self-assessment album of the sort fashionable at the time, Percy wrote that he valued physical strength more than anything else in a man.52 It was not surprising that he was often impatient with his bookish, dreamy son. Percy took him to football matches, sang English music-hall songs to him, employed him as a ballboy in mixed-doubles tennis and tried, without success, to teach him boxing.53


Eric recalled many years later an incident, when he was about nine or ten years old, that summed up the sharp contrast in character between himself and his father:




He had asked me to fetch a hammer to knock in some nail, possibly something that had come loose from a deck-chair. I was at that time passionately into prehistory, possibly because I was in the middle of reading the first volume of the trilogy Die Höhlenkinder (The Cave Children) by one Sonnleitner, in which a couple of (unrelated) Robinson Crusoe orphan children in an inaccessible Alpine valley grow up to reproduce the stages of human prehistory, from palaeolithic to something like recognizable Austrian peasant life. As they were reliving the stone age, I had constructed a stone-age hammer, carefully lashed to its wooden handle in the proper manner. I brought it to him and was amazed at his furious reaction. I have since been told that he was often short-tempered with me.54





The family’s income was boosted by an advance on a novel Nelly received from a publisher early in 1929, but the improvement this brought about was only marginal.55 During a cold spell at the beginning of February 1929 the family could only afford to heat a single room in their apartment. ‘I usually haven’t got a single shilling in the house’, she confessed. She avoided paying bills as far as possible, but knew a catastrophe could hit the family at any time.56 She had fallen behind with the rent for the apartment in the Einsiedeleigasse and started to run up debts to tradesmen: towards the end of 1928 their landlord had threatened to cut off the gas and then given them notice to quit.57


III


Before the notice became final, however, a sudden and completely unexpected tragedy struck the family. On 8 February 1929 Nelly went to answer a knock on the apartment block door, and, when she opened it, Percy Hobsbaum’s workmates, who had been carrying him home from work, put him down on the path, insensible, and left.58 Within a few minutes he was dead. He was only forty-eight. Nelly remembered with horror his groans as he lay dying on the path, calling out to her. Recalling the catastrophe a few years later, Eric felt that his own tears were false. ‘You cry just because it’s expected of you.’59 However distant he felt from his father, however, there was no doubting the profound impact the disaster had on his life. The cause of Percy’s death was given as ‘heart trauma’. He was buried in the New Cemetery in Vienna, in grave number 16, row 8, number 27, on 11 February 1929.60 Eric and his sister were now dependent entirely on their mother for their survival.


Nelly never recovered from the blow. ‘What I have just been through has really torn me apart’, she wrote a week later. ‘Something has broken inside me.’ It was perhaps some consolation that Percy had been spared the further deterioration of their financial situation. ‘It wouldn’t have got better in the future, only worse’, she wrote. And she took some comfort in the fact that ‘the children, especially Eric, were very kind, Eric like a little man’.61 ‘You have no idea what a really wonderful little lad that boy is,’ Nelly wrote to her brother-in-law Sidney Hobsbaum in a reply on his behalf to a letter of condolence he had sent Eric: ‘– if only his Daddy could see him.’ Sidney did not stop at condolences: he also sent Nelly a cheque. It would, she gratefully acknowledged, ‘keep me another month’.62 Well before the end of March 1929, however, she was forced to admit: ‘I will very soon have no more money.’63 They had to move out of their flat on 11 March into an even cheaper one, at Untere Weissgerberstrasse 45, in the Third District of the city.64 The move did not greatly improve their fortunes. ‘Eric is more kind, good and charming a boy than I can say’, she told her sister Gretl: ‘But for the moment my attempts to get us by have met with very little success.’65 When Eric’s shoes needed replacing – they let in the snow and ice in the winter (‘I remember crying with the pain of it on the Ringstrasse’, he later wrote) – Nelly was obliged to procure footwear for him from a Jewish charity.66


She visited Berlin briefly to stay with Sidney and Gretl and their young son Peter in the hope that a change of scenery would help restore her spirits, and returned to Vienna in April 1929; appended to her letter of thanks to Sidney and Gretl is a brief note from the eleven-year-old Eric, in English, in an undeveloped schoolboy hand, the first piece of his writing that we have:




Dear uncle,


I’m very sorry that I forgot your birthday. Many happy returns! I hope you are not angry because I write to you too late. Are you all well? Mummy has told us so much about the little boy and about you all. How he (Peter) always goes to the Tiergarten and how he plays there etc. etc.


Mummy came home yesterday, just after we had eaten our lunch and had washed. She will write to you as well. We are all well and quite happy. Aunti Mimi wrote to Grossmama yesterday in the morning.


How are Otto and Walter?


Many happy returns of the day and keep well! Kiss all from your Eric.67





Eric wrote again in June, no doubt, once more, at his mother’s command, this time the obligatory thank-you letter after his birthday, for which Sidney and Gretl had sent him ‘the book “The ancient Mariner”’ and ten marks. ‘I don’t know yet what I will do with the 10 Marks’, he added: ‘I’ll probably keep it for England.’68


Eric’s aunt Mimi had offered to put him up for the summer and he travelled to England at the end of the school term to stay with her.69 On the way there, at Koblenz, on the confluence of the Rhine and the Moselle, a German in a coupé pointed out to him the tricolour flying from the great Napoleonic fortress of Ehrenbreitstein across the river, advertising the French military occupation of the area that had begun after the First World War and was to end just over a year later, in June 1930.70 From there Eric travelled to the French coast, across the Channel, and to London, where he stayed with his uncle Harry and his wife Bella. Here he met their son Roland, who preferred to be called Ron or Ronnie, though to his family he was known as ‘Hobby’. Born on 21 July 1912 in Wanstead, on Essex’s border with east London,71 Ron was five years older than Eric. He took him round London on a bus to see the sights. It was the beginning of a close and important friendship for the two boys.72


After a couple of days, Eric travelled north by train to Southport, on Merseyside, where he stayed at the boarding house run by his aunt Mimi. Here he discovered boys’ weekly adventure magazines such as The Wizard. These were far more exciting than the improving books his relatives had sent him from England, and he ‘read them hungrily, spent all my pocket money on them, and took a collection back to Vienna’.73 This was his first common experience with English boys of his age. And for the first time, he kept a diary, which Mimi sent to his mother. She forwarded it to Gretl, but added: ‘I won’t send you his letter as its appearance is awful. I am really ashamed of it.’74 ‘The boy is having a very good time’, she wrote, ‘and I am most grateful to Mimi.’75 The Boy Scouts’ World Jamboree happened to be taking place near Mimi’s boarding house, from 29 July to 12 August, at Arrowe Park, in Upton, Merseyside. The movement had been founded before the First World War as a way of training young men to build up their physical fitness and to engage in practical activities out of doors that would prepare them for the role of independent military scouts later in life. Though not a Scout himself, Eric spent a good deal of time at the Jamboree. Indeed, he conceived such an enthusiasm for the Scouts that he signed up with them immediately on his return to Vienna: the first disciplined, close-knit milieu he joined, one consisting mainly of middle-class Jewish boys like himself. It supplied the identity, stability and sense of belonging that he surely must have craved after the insecurity of the Vienna years and the sudden death of his father. ‘I was a passionately enthusiastic Scout’, he wrote later. He even recruited a number of his friends. He obtained a copy of Scouting for Boys, the manual penned by the Scouts’ founder before the First World War, Lord Baden-Powell, though, he confessed, he was ‘not much gifted either for fieldcraft or group life’.76 His school also provided him with a circle of friends, though none of them was very close, and took him on outings, including his first experience of skiing, but it was the Scouts that really aroused his enthusiasm.77


Meanwhile, Nelly got by financially by giving private English lessons, though many of these were to friends or their children and were really a way in which they subsidised her without damaging her self-respect. Eric was roped in as well: the first money he ever earned was by teaching English to the daughter of one of his mother’s friends, to help her pass the entrance test to the local high school.78 This saved Nelly from having to pay him pocket money. Some more funds came from Percy’s brother Harry, in London. Nelly began translating fiction from English into German for the publisher the Rikola-Verlag, which had brought out her novel based on her time in Alexandria. Her knowledge of English gained her employment with the textile firm Alexander Rosenberg, based in Vienna and Budapest.79 The family’s situation seemed at last to be improving. But in November 1929 Nelly began experiencing ‘strange turns’80 and, a few months later, shortness of breath, high temperatures and growing physical weakness.81 Her parents came to the flat to help out. Soon she was unable to do any work.82 The doctors diagnosed tuberculosis, perhaps hastened by her frequent visits to her husband’s grave, where she stood for lengthy periods in the winter cold and wet without adequate protection against the elements. She began spitting blood, and was admitted to a sanatorium in the alpine village of Weyer an der Enns for treatment.83


Since Nelly was now unable to look after the children, Eric and Nancy went to live with their great-uncle on his mother’s side, Viktor Friedmann, and his wife Elsa, whose son Otto, ten years older than Eric, was boarding with Eric’s uncle Sidney and aunt Gretl in Berlin, thus creating something of a reciprocal obligation on them to look after Eric. Eric also got to know their daughter Herta, born in 1911 and still living with her parents, while he was to encounter Otto in person when he visited Berlin. Meanwhile, Eric commuted from the Friedmanns’ apartment in the Seventh District of Vienna to his school in the Third District, across the centre of the city. Nelly made little progress at the sanatorium, however.


In April 1930 the doctors collapsed and reflated a lung, a common treatment for pulmonary tuberculosis at the time, but there was no cure: antibiotics would not make their mark for another two decades.84 The therapy required a lengthy period of convalescence.85 Fortunately the socialist municipality of ‘Red Vienna’ met the costs through its advanced social insurance programme, which applied to Nelly because she had regular paid employment.86 By early May Nelly had been lying in bed in the sanatorium for six weeks without a break.87 Eric and his sister joined his aunt Gretl and her son Peter in Weyer an der Enns, near the sanatorium where his mother was staying. Here he made friends with Haller Peter, the son of the family’s landlord in Vienna, and since Haller’s father was a railwayman and therefore a ‘Red’, his son followed his example. Eric, as he wrote later, ‘also concluded that I wanted to be one’.88


Nelly’s treatment in the sanatorium did no good, and she was still there in September 1930.89 As she wrote to her sister Mimi, ‘I have not rediscovered the bridge back to life, and doubt I ever will.’90 On being told by a consultant that she had little hope of recovery, she wrote: ‘The tragedy is that this confounded illness does not kill one – there does not seem the slightest hope of that at the moment.’91 She experienced a relapse and became so weak that she began to worry about what would happen to the children if she died, especially since she had been obliged to resign from the textile firm at the end of 1929 and was subsisting mainly off her translation work.92 Towards the end of the summer holidays she sent the children to stay for a brief visit with their uncle and aunt in Berlin. ‘It seems that Eric could not have found it better’, she reported later.93


Gretl and Sidney travelled with the children back to Vienna for the new school term and looked after them for a while. ‘I am much better now’, Nelly wrote to Nancy optimistically from her bed, ‘and I hope to be quite better soon. I will be happy to have you and Eric with me again. You are both good children and I am very proud of you. Keep well and fit, that is all I want.’94 But Eric’s aunt and uncle had to return to Berlin, and with Nelly’s agreement they took Nancy with them. Nelly now advertised for someone to give Eric bed and board, since she could not manage to look after him herself. She received ‘90 replies altogether’. In sorting them out, she reported, ‘I first looked for people who had a garden as Eric hates town as much as I do.’ Eventually he lodged with a Frau Effenberger, a widow who put him up in return for a modest payment to cover Eric’s living expenses. The main requirement was for Eric to give English lessons to her eight-year-old son Bertl, who already spoke a little of the language but wanted to learn it properly.95 Frau Effenberger’s apartment was at Herbeckstrasse 12, in the north-western suburb of Währing, the location of the main Jewish cemetery and a district with a high proportion of Jewish people among its inhabitants.96 Eric had to change to another secondary school, the Federal Gymnasium XVIII, since his previous school was too far away.97


Eric was well looked after, Nelly reported on 19 September 1930,98 but his inexperience and the irregularity of the lessons caused Frau Effenberger to complain that her son was making little progress. Eric redoubled his efforts. ‘Now everything is all right, I mean with Mrs. E.,’ he eventually reported. ‘I give my lessons daily now’, he wrote, ‘and Mrs. E. has said that I do it much better now.’ He had no worries about his school exam results. ‘Mine will be all right, thank goodness’, he wrote confidently. He was still a committed Boy Scout (‘we sing and play and learn’).99 He wrote long letters to his mother, one of which annoyed her by reporting that he had bought a suit and a pair of shoes; he meant well, she said, but she preferred to buy whatever he needed herself.100 But he was already starting to become independent. ‘I hear only good news about Eric’, Nelly wrote to Gretl on 20 October 1930, ‘even Mama says she finds him changed for the better.’ He was made a monitor at school. He had a circle of friends, but they could not provide a substitute for his damaged family life. He later remembered ‘sitting alone on a swing in the garden of Mrs. Effenberger, trying to learn by heart the song of the blackbirds, while noting the variations between them’. He had become solitary, and ‘lived without intimacy’.101 ‘The boy lives his own, very intense life, and none of the rest of us have any place in that at all’, his mother reported.102


‘I am still the same’, she wrote to Gretl and Sidney on 12 December 1930, ‘in bed and feeling generally rotten – and what with my work and all I am in a pretty bad fix’.103 By early December she was making plans for Eric to move to Berlin and live with his uncle and aunt.104 She worried that they would spoil him:




I have not heard how Eric reacted to your invitation, but I can rather imagine it and I’m looking forward to hear from him. Only, for Heaven’s sake don’t you go and buy him Xmas presents on top of it all! What are you thinking of? Obviously, he is getting his heart’s dream, a Scout equipment, and he really does not need anything else – Berlin is far far better than any present would be. So please do me the favour and do not buy him a camera or anything. As regards a camera, in any case I’m afraid it would come too expensive in the long run.105





Eric visited her shortly before Christmas 1930, but she had a high fever, felt miserable and was not in much of a condition to receive him.106 He spent the holiday with his aunt and uncle and sister Nancy in Berlin. ‘I was very touched with his last letter’, his mother wrote shortly after he had departed for the German capital: ‘he wrote and said he would prefer to spend Xmas with me, if I’d like him to or if I come to Vienna before then he would not go because he would have to fetch me from the station! At the same time’, she added, ‘Mama wrote and told me how delighted he was at the thought of going to Berlin.’107


A tubercular swelling in her neck now convinced the doctors that she had to go to Vienna for treatment.108 In the first week of the new year she was moved to a hospital in the suburb of Währing, fortuitously near where Eric had been lodging with Frau Effenberger.109 ‘I’m going to Vienna with very little hope’, she wrote.110 Gretl returned there from Berlin with Eric, who resumed his position with Frau Effenberger and her son. Nelly made the best of her situation in hospital – ‘It really is quite wonderful here, food & nursing excellent and everything tip-top’111 – and she experienced a brief respite in May 1931: ‘I feel that I am, indeed, beginning to get stronger. I no longer sleep all day, actually have the courage to take a few steps again, read the papers etc. Naturally I am still coughing etc., but I am no longer quite so out of breath.’112 But this was the last time she felt any improvement. Realising the end was near, the medical authorities transferred her, as Eric noted,




to a garden sanatorium in Purkersdorf, just west of Vienna, where I saw her for the last time shortly before going to camp with the Scouts. I can remember nothing of the occasion except how emaciated she looked and that, not knowing what to say or do – there were others present – I glanced out of the window and saw a hawfinch, a small bird with a beak strong enough to crack cherry stones, that I had never seen before and for which I had long been on the lookout. So my last memory of her is not one of grief but of ornithological pleasure.113





From May onwards, Nelly’s letters to her sister Gretl became ever more infrequent and then ceased altogether. Her decline was now swift, and she died on 15 July 1931 at the age of thirty-six. The kindly officiating doctor certified the cause of death as ‘lung cancer’ combined with ‘ineffectiveness of the heart’, to avoid the social stigma that still attached to consumption, but there was no doubt in fact that the real cause was tuberculosis.114 Eric was called back from the Scout camp to attend her funeral. She was buried in the New Cemetery in Vienna on 19 July 1931 in the same grave as her husband.115 At the age of just fourteen, Eric was an orphan.


IV


Eric’s closeness to his mother is revealed by the affectionate letters she wrote to him while he was away in England and later, when she was in hospital.116 Looking back, he concluded that her influence on him had been mainly moral, exerted through her transparent honesty; politically, she was an enthusiast for European unification, inspired by the writings of an early pioneer of the cause, Count Coudenhove-Kalergi; left-liberal rather than socialist, she discouraged Eric from taking much of an interest in politics because she thought he was too young to understand the issues.117 More important than any of this, perhaps, was the fact that she had belonged to the world of literature, as a short-story writer, a novelist and a translator. In April 1935 Eric arranged to have a crate with his mother’s work sent over to London, where he was now living, from Vienna. He was keen to discover ‘whether Mama was really a genius, or merely talented, whether she had written great things or simply good ones’. When the crate arrived in June, he reread some of his mother’s letters. They prompted in him the sad thought that since her death no one had called him ‘darling’.118 Only much later did he read her novel, which he admired for its ‘elegant, lyrical, harmonious and carefully considered German’. But he did not think she was a ‘writer of the first class’.119 After reading poems she had written when she was his age, seventeen, he found the influences of Heine, Eichendorff and other German poets insufficiently digested, but was amazed at the breadth of the material she assimilated, and moved by her expression of ‘a kind of homesickness for the unknown, to a degree a flight from today’, by her sensitivity, and by her need for tenderness. She was at her best, he thought, in descriptions of nature. He wanted to take everything he could from the poems because they expressed so much of the feelings of the mother who had died when he was only fourteen; as he wrote, ‘I want to get to know mama’. And yet, he did not want to do so in any sentimental way. ‘If I have to reflect on my mother, I have to judge her as coldly as possible. What was she as a person, a writer, a mother. Oleaginous outbursts of feeling will not get me much further.’ His aunt Gretl was shocked by the critical directness of this verdict. But it was only a literary judgement in the end: Eric kept alive his feelings for his mother in his private memories.120


Eric’s sense of loss was palpable.121 As he matured, he began to worry that his memory of his mother was fading: she was becoming a ‘phantom with dark eyes and an expression on her face that I can’t describe’.122 Her death, coming on top of his father’s, but far more serious than his in its emotional impact on Eric, was a devastating blow. He dealt with the ‘trauma, loss and insecurity’ he suffered in these terrible family tragedies partly by plunging himself into reading and intellectual enquiry, partly by engaging in solitary activities such as building a crystal-set radio. He developed, he later recalled, ‘like a computer, . . . a “trash” facility for deleting unpleasant or unacceptable data’.123 This was to help him considerably in later life. The break-up of his family deepened the insecurity of his circumstances. Nelly left no property or indeed any possessions of any value. Three thousand Austrian shillings had been invested in 1929 in an account for Eric, and one thousand for Nancy, but they would not have access to the funds until they came of age. They had no means of support. Before going to live with Frau Effenberger, Eric had lodged temporarily with his grandmother, Nelly’s ‘mama’, Ernestine Grün, though, as the police authorities noted disapprovingly, he had not registered the move as the law required. But there was no choice for Eric and Nancy except to go and live with Sidney, who was officially appointed their guardian.124 Identifying from the start, and identified by others, as English, Eric had no regrets about leaving Austria: ‘It was not’, he remarked many years later, ‘it had never been my country.’125


On 28 July 1931, Eric was sent off to join his sister in Berlin, where Sidney had secured a job with Universal Films, a Hollywood studio run by a German expatriate, Carl Laemmle.126 Sidney was put in charge of organising location shoots in Germany and promoting movies such as Frankenstein, starring Boris Karloff, whose reputation he tried to use in the Polish market by claiming his real name was Boruch Karloff (in fact, it was Pratt). A procession of unlikely figures marched through the Hobsbaum household, including a member of one of the expeditions of Alfred Wegener, who explained to Eric his leader’s theory of continental drift, and told him how he had lost all his toes to frostbite on a winter journey in Greenland.127 Up to this point, Sidney had rented an apartment from an elderly widow at number 6, Aschaffenburgerstrasse, in Wilmersdorf, a western suburb some distance to the south of the Zoological Garden. Eric remembered the flat as light, with walls thin enough for him to hear the dinner conversations of his uncle and aunt and their guests through his bedroom wall.128 But now the salary from Universal Films enabled the family to move to a house in Lichterfelde, a bourgeois suburb a short distance to the south-west. Eric remembered that the house next door, which belonged to a musician, had its own swimming pool.129


Sidney and Gretl enrolled him in the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium just around the corner from their first flat, and within easy cycling distance of their grander living quarters in Lichterfelde. The school was located in the Grunewaldstrasse. Eric described it later as ‘a perfectly conventional school in the conservative Prussian tradition . . . Protestant in spirit, deeply patriotic and conservative’. It had been founded in 1890 and was named after the Kaiser’s younger brother.130 It was established as a ‘humanistic grammar school’ in the classic mould, a state boys’ school with a strong emphasis on the classics, on Latin and Ancient Greek, as the foundations for a broad, cultivated education and, more specifically, as preparation for university. As in the case of almost all other German schools, there was no uniform, though the students could if they wanted to purchase and wear a cloth cap in the school colours with a leather peak, into which the student could insert a coloured ribbon to denote the class he belonged to.131


The senior teachers were university-trained scholars, some of them with academic publications to their credit.132 Eric thought they were ‘almost caricatures of German schoolmasters, square, with glasses and (when not bald) crew-cut . . . All of them sounded like passionate conservative German patriots.’133 The English teacher Dr Paetzel routinely referred to France as Germany’s ‘hereditary enemy’ in his lessons, while the Latin teacher, Balduin Fischer, who had been a naval officer in the war and reputedly commanded a U-boat, was accustomed to restore order in the classroom by barking out the words ‘Silence on board!’134 Eric learned, with his fellow pupils, to sidetrack the Greek lessons of Emil Simon by getting him to reminisce about the Great War. Much of the teaching was tedious in the extreme. Karl-Günther von Hase, a classmate of Eric’s who became West German ambassador to Britain many years after the end of the Second World War, remembered that history lessons focused mostly on the ancient world and never went into the twentieth century.135 Eric admitted later:




I learned absolutely nothing in the history lessons given by a small, fat old man, ‘Tönnchen’ (‘little barrel’) Rubensohn, except the names and dates of all the German emperors, all of which I have since forgotten. He taught them by dashing round the form pointing a ruler at each of us with the words: ‘Quick, Henry the Fowler – the dates.’ I now know that he was as bored by this exercise as we were.136





Rubensohn was in fact a distinguished classical scholar, archaeologist and papyrologist, but his teaching turned Eric off history, at least for the time being.137 Balduin Fischer, as Fritz Lustig, a pupil in the school at the same time as Eric, remembered, ‘dictated notes to us for hours on end on Latin writers’, which made his lessons ‘extremely boring and completely ineffectual’.138 Only a few of the teachers were widely respected for their dedication, notably Dr Arnold Bork, who taught history and Greek and had the ability, according to Fritz Lustig, ‘to awaken and sustain our interest in the material’.139


Yet the impression of dull conservatism Eric conveyed in his later account of the school was not quite correct, for the school was undergoing a transformation at the time he joined it. The Prussian government in the Weimar Republic, the first democratically elected administration in the state’s history, was dominated by the Social Democrats, and they were determined to wrest the educational system from its roots in the monarchical, conservative world of Wilhelmine Germany and turn it into one of the foundation stones of a modern democracy. In 1925 new guidelines were issued for Prussian schools with this aim in mind,140 and in 1929, on the retirement of the long-standing Director of the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium, Dr Sorof (a man who according to Fritz Lustig ‘looked very much like Bismarck and was very upright and unapproachable’), the government appointed a member of the Social Democratic Party to take over. This was Dr Walter Schönbrunn, a ‘smallish man with sharp eyes behind rimless glasses and a receding hairline’, who immediately began to institute significant reforms.141


Schönbrunn introduced modern works to the literature syllabus, supplementing the traditional Goethe and Schiller with Büchner, Nietzsche, Thomas Mann, Ibsen and Strindberg. He replaced the Monday morning Andacht, a religious meeting, with a secular assembly at which a teacher addressed the pupils on moral issues and there was a musical performance by a teacher or some of the pupils. He dropped the school play performed in Ancient Greek and put on instead a modern English drama, Journey’s End, by R.C. Sherriff, known in German translation as Die andere Seite (‘The Other Side’), whose portrayal of the Great War as a human tragedy marked a radical departure from the celebratory patriotism inculcated by Schönbrunn’s predecessor and a number of the teaching staff. The school library, as the school’s annual report for 1930–31 proudly reported, was finally provided with ‘really modern works’. These included the writings of Communist authors such as Bertolt Brecht and Ludwig Renn. New science labs were constructed and equipped. More dramatically, Schönbrunn also introduced class newspapers edited and written by the pupils and set up elected pupil committees and even a pupil court to deal with matters such as compensation for damage to pupils’ property.142 He celebrated the Weimar Republic’s Constitution Day with a speech to the school that made it clear he believed that things had changed for the better since the Kaiser’s forced abdication, ‘a completely novel thought in our red-brick building’, as a former pupil recorded.143 Small wonder, as Fritz Lustig recalled, that ‘most of the teachers disapproved of him because he was left-orientated and they were right-wing’.144 Several of the teachers openly criticised the introduction of pupil committees in front of their classes.145


Schönbrunn was particularly keen on hiking for the pupils, and even wrote a book extolling its educational virtues. The school organised five large hiking expeditions in 1931 alone, and another eleven in 1932, to the countryside around Berlin, the Mark Brandenburg, and to Mecklenburg, further north. The boys camped out or stayed in youth hostels. Such expeditions, communing with nature, were a central tradition in German secondary education, and played a key part in the youth movement in which many middle-class children were socialised in the early decades of the century. Eric took part in them, though he disliked the boys’ obsession with sex, their obscene conversation in the evenings and their taste in popular music.146 He preferred bird-watching. He later recalled cycling from Lichterfelde to the Riemeisterfenn, a marshy area to the west of the city, to watch birds and photograph them. Leaving his bike in a meadow, he waded into the mere. ‘Here and there I heard ten, twenty metres away, the water splashing and the rustling of a duck. When it quacked I felt great. I was modest in the demands I made of nature.’147 Partly for this reason, Eric also enjoyed the school rowing club, because it was not competitive but allowed the boys from different years to meet on equal terms. The club had




a meadow, known as ‘unser Gut’ (our estate) on the small fishery-protected Sacrower See, accessible only by special permission through a narrow waterway. Groups of friends made up crews to row there or meet there at weekends, to talk, look at the summer skies, and swim across the green waters before returning to the evening city. For the first and only time in my life I could see the point of a sports club.148





Apart from a limited amount of training and rowing, the boys could also explore the interconnecting lakes on the western side of Berlin, and spent a good deal of time on the meadows playing volleyball, or sitting around and talking.149


In the early thirties there were some 477 pupils and twenty-nine teachers at the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium, including its annexe, a technical school or Realgymnasium where Latin was taught but not Greek, and where the emphasis was on the sciences. The vast majority of the pupils – 388 – were Protestant; there were forty-eight Catholics, thirty-five adherents of the Jewish religion and a handful of others. Eric was classified as a Jew, but in fact he was invariably referred to as der Engländer, ‘the English boy’.150 The pupils called him ‘Hobsbaum’ (the ‘au’ pronounced ‘ow’); Fritz Lustig remembered wondering why ‘the English boy’ had ‘a name which did not exactly sound English’.151 Thanks to the influence of some of the teachers, notably Dr Bork, there was no discernible anti-Semitism in the school even after Hitler became Reich Chancellor in January 1933.152 When Schönbrunn was dismissed at the end of the academic year 1932–3, for political reasons, by the Nazis, who had seized power in the spring, his replacement was a Nazi. The new head was treated with general contempt by both teachers and pupils. They called him ‘Jolanthe’, after a pig which was the central figure in a popular comedy of the day by August Hinrichs, Krach um Jolanthe (‘Trouble with Jolanthe’).153 When the much-respected Jewish maths teacher, Salomon or ‘Sally’ Birnbaum, was dismissed on racial grounds in 1933, the pupils organised a petition to keep him on, and, when that failed, they visited him at home to express their sympathy. The entire lower first form went to see him in the winter of 1936–7 and individual former pupils kept in touch with him long afterwards, even during the war, when Otto Luther (later a well-known writer under the pseudonym Jens Rehn) made the trip from Rotterdam, where his U-boat was undergoing repairs, to see him. Not long after this visit, Birnbaum was arrested by the Gestapo. He was sent to Auschwitz on the thirty-sixth and final trainload of Jews taken from Berlin in the so-called ‘factory action’ and murdered in the gas chamber at Birkenau.154


The pupils of the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium were drawn from the families of the educated middle classes – the Bildungsbürgertum – and included many whose fathers were civil servants. They were mostly moderately conservative, like their parents, insofar as they took a political stance at all. The teachers’ war experience and post-war resentments at the Treaty of Versailles must certainly have had an influence on their views.155 Eric remembered only one committed Nazi among the pupils, ‘the unusually dense son of a man who was Hitler’s Gauleiter of Brandenburg’.156 The friends Eric made at the school were not particularly political – indeed, he did not remember the boys discussing politics at all, not even on the school hiking expeditions where they talked long into the night.157 He was particularly close to Ernst Wiemer, a keen member of the rowing club, and Hans Heinz Schroeder, a musical boy who played the flute and was known as ‘the classroom poet’. With Wiemer he mostly discussed ‘the nonsense poetry of Christian Morgenstern and the world in general’. Schroeder was an admirer of Frederick the Great and collected model soldiers of his armies, but this did not stop them from being friends. Eric lost contact with both boys after he left the school. Many years later he discovered that after the Nazi seizure of power, his friend Schroeder had joined the SS: he played in a military band rather than joining in the genocidal activities of the organisation, but Eric was shocked none the less. Schroeder was eventually killed fighting on the Eastern Front during the war.158


V


When he arrived in Berlin in the summer of 1931, Eric immediately encountered the massive impact on Germany’s teeming capital city of the world economic crisis sparked by the Wall Street Crash two years before, with banks defaulting on their payments, unemployment hitting more than a third of the workforce and the total collapse of capitalism seemingly just around the corner. During his life up to this point he had experienced capitalism as failure; now he experienced it as catastrophe: ‘we were on the Titanic’, he wrote later, ‘and everyone knew it was hitting the iceberg’.159 This was a very different milieu from that of the late 1920s and early 1930s in Britain, where the political and economic impact of ‘the slump’ was mild in comparison. In Berlin, the economic catastrophe must have seemed like the end of the world. Under the enormous strain of the Depression, Germany experienced an upsurge in political violence and a rapid destabilisation of the political system. The Weimar Republic, founded in 1919, had managed to weather the early storms of riot, assassination, putsch attempts from Right and Left, and hyperinflation to an almost unprecedented degree, and had found a modicum of stability and prosperity after 1924. But the Depression altered all this. The Grand Coalition government led by the Social Democrat Heinrich Müller collapsed, its constituent parties unable to agree on how to deal with the situation. It was succeeded by a ‘cabinet of experts’ led from 30 March 1930 by the conservative Catholic Centre Party politician Heinrich Brüning. The new government, increasingly using the power of rule by decree accorded to the elected President by the Constitution, imposed savage austerity measures to reduce government expenditure. These only exacerbated social tensions, and soon the middle-class liberal and conservative parties collapsed, their votes going to Hitler’s Nazi Party. Up to the outbreak of the Depression the Nazis had been on the fringe of politics and their leader Adolf Hitler an obscure figure on the margins of national life: in the elections of 1928 they failed to win the support of more than 2.6 per cent of those who voted. But from this point onwards, their popularity increased by leaps and bounds. In the summer of 1930 over four million people cast their ballots in their favour, and in the July elections of 1932 the Nazis gained over 37 per cent of the vote. The democratic political system was in meltdown, with the national legislature, the Reichstag, barely meeting any more, as the opposing parties were unable to agree on anything apart from shouting each other down. Brüning’s government was replaced at the end of May 1932 by an overtly reactionary ministry led by the aristocrat Franz von Papen, which deposed the Social Democratic government in Prussia by force. As Papen began to seek mass support through a deal with the Nazis, many on the Left, dismayed by the Social Democrats’ failure to offer firm resistance to Papen’s coup, saw in the Communists the best chance of staving off fascism.160


When he came to Berlin, Eric encountered for the first time a mass Communist movement, visible everywhere, on the streets, in legislative assemblies, in newspapers and magazines and not least in the pubs and bars in Berlin frequented by some of its most solid and committed supporters. The economic slump drove increasing numbers of the unemployed into the ranks of the Communist Party, whose nationwide membership grew from around 125,000 in the summer of 1929, just before the crisis struck, to more than 245,000 by late 1931 and 360,000 a year later. It increased its national vote in every election up to and including the November 1932 national poll, where more than six million voters put a hundred Communist deputies into the Reichstag, while the Nazis lost substantially in comparison to the polls of the previous July. The Communists were well organised, dynamic and hyperactive: they exercised a special appeal to the young. In the central district of Berlin, for example, nearly 60 per cent of members who joined between 1929 and 1933 were under thirty, with the under-twenty-fives predominant. The Party’s mass meetings and demonstrations, not to mention its paramilitary wing, the uniformed ‘Red Front-Fighters’ League’, attracted thousands upon thousands of workers onto the streets to champion the Communist cause and defend it against its enemies.161


Soon the Nazis, under the local direction in Berlin of the talented propagandist and ruthless political tactician Joseph Goebbels, locked horns with the Communists, in constant street battles, bar-room brawls, and rowdy, violent political meetings. Hundreds of thousands of brownshirts and stormtroopers, armed with clubs, truncheons and knuckle-dusters, flooded onto the streets, above all in the capital city, in the febrile and crisis-ridden atmosphere of the last years of the Weimar Republic. The total polarisation of the political system was blocked only by the Social Democrats, who had lost much of their credibility by supporting the austerity politics of Weimar’s last governments, and the Catholic Centre, which had little support in Protestant Berlin.162 In this highly politicised atmosphere, it was perhaps hardly surprising that Eric soon became interested in the Communist cause (‘Had I stayed in Austria’, he remarked later, ‘I would probably have become a socialist, because the social democrats were the biggest opposition party and they were clearly Marxists. But in Berlin, where the Social Democrats were the party in power, the Communists were the biggest force in opposition’).163


He came across the brilliant poems of Bertolt Brecht, a leading Communist writer, in an anthology of contemporary German writing in the school library. These led him to declare naively that he, too, was a Communist; one ‘exasperated master’, Willi Bodsch, told him ‘firmly (and correctly): “You clearly do not know what you are talking about. Go to the library and look up the subject.”’164 The book he discovered there was the Communist Manifesto, and a reading of it helped anchor Eric, at the age of fifteen, in his new-found identity.165 The first real Communist Eric met was his cousin Otto Friedmann, ‘tall, handsome, successful with women’, who made a considerable impression on him.166 Eric began ‘the initiation ritual of the typical socialist intellectual of the twentieth century, namely the shortlived attempt to read and understand Karl Marx’s Capital, starting on page one’, with an older boy, Gerhard Wittenberg, also Jewish in origin, and a committed Social Democrat. They did not get very far, and Eric sympathised neither with Gerhard’s moderate brand of socialism nor with the growing Zionist conviction that led him to emigrate to a kibbutz in Palestine after the Nazi seizure of power.167


Hearing of an English boy in the school who had begun describing himself as a Communist, one of the older pupils, Rudolf Leder, ‘dark, saturnine and with a taste for leather jackets’, an active and committed Party member, recruited him for the Socialist School Students’ League (it has a better ring in German, Sozialistischer Schülerbund), a Communist front organisation aimed specifically at secondary school pupils, the vast majority of whom came from a bourgeois background. Leder had himself been expelled from another, less tolerant Berlin grammar school for writing politically radical articles for the organisation’s newsletter, Der Schulkampf (‘The School Struggle’), shortly before Eric arrived. He supplied Eric with Soviet novels from the 1920s, none of which painted a particularly rosy picture of life after the Bolshevik Revolution, but when Eric suggested that Russia’s economic and social backwardness posed problems for the attempt to create a Communist society, ‘he bristled: the USSR was beyond criticism’. He also obtained a collection of revolutionary songs. Through Leder, Eric bought a volume commemorating the fifteenth anniversary of the October Revolution. He wrote on the flyleaf a quotation from Lenin’s Left-wing Communism: An infantile disorder, the first recorded evidence of his political commitment, as he later recalled.168


Leder himself belonged to the youth movement of the Communist Party, a rougher, more proletarian organisation altogether than the School Students’ League. Eric never saw him again; but later in life Leder reinvented himself as Stephan Hermlin, a poet and author who won a leading position in the literary establishment of Communist East Germany. His autobiographical work Abendlicht (‘Evening Light’), much praised for the richness and beauty of its language, was subsequently attacked for its alleged invention of a past, including service in the Spanish Civil War and imprisonment in a concentration camp, that had never happened; however, it was explicitly written not as a factual account of the author’s life, but a novel, a fiction, charting the life of a Communist writer who bore some resemblances to Hermlin himself, but was not identical with him.169 Eric wrote to Hermlin in 1965, when he realised he was the Rudolf Leder he had known at school, but received the disappointing reply that ‘your name, to be honest, awakens a vague memory – no more. I have been forced to roam around too much and have seen too much.’170 According to Karl Corino, whose criticisms of Abendlicht had begun the controversy, ‘it was anyway a very characteristic reaction of Hermlin systematically to block any attempt to contact him by people from his youth, like you tried to. He wanted nothing to do with inconvenient witnesses of his dubious past.’171


Eric’s attraction to Communism reflected among other things the starkness of the political choices that faced the young in early 1930s Berlin. It would in any case have been impossible for him to join the Nazis, since as an English boy he could not subscribe to their radical German nationalist spirit, and as a Jew he could not support their rabidly anti-Semitic ideology. The internationalism of the Communist movement must have held an obvious attraction for him, along with its dynamism and its promise to solve the catastrophic economic and social problems into which capitalism had led the world in general and Germany, and Berlin, in particular. The German Communists were devoted to extolling the virtues of the Soviet state and society, and proclaiming their central aim of creating a ‘Soviet Germany’. It was not simply that almost any way of organising economy and society had to be better than the capitalism that had brought so much misery and desperation to Germany: what the Soviet Union seemed to offer was a bright, promising future, a positive and, it seemed, attractive alternative. Many leftish Western European intellectuals became enthusiastic supporters, not only during the depths of the Depression but also afterwards. For Eric, fifteen years old and living in the political hothouse of late Weimar Berlin at a time when the German Communist Party was emphatically on the up, the attraction must have been irresistible.172


Quite apart from the impact of these more general factors, Eric’s decision to identify with Communism also had roots in his personal experiences. As he wrote soon afterwards, he had for a long time been ashamed of his family’s poverty. Already in Vienna he had experienced acute embarrassment on ‘receiving my mother’s birthday present – a very cheap second-hand bike . . . since its frame was visibly both repainted and bent’.173 The shame only deepened when he used it to travel to school in Berlin (‘I would arrive half an hour early at the bike-shed and sneak out late, afraid of being seen on it’).174 The other boys with whom he mixed, at the grammar schools he attended in Vienna and Berlin, mostly came from well-to-do or at least comfortably-off families, even in the depths of the Depression; his own family had long lived hand-to-mouth, even while his father was alive. His family’s deprivation had made him ashamed. ‘Only by turning this completely around and becoming proud of it did I conquer the shame.’ Becoming a Communist meant embracing poverty as a positive virtue instead of feeling embarrassed by it. This was surely a key psychological impulse behind his growing self-identification as a Communist; indeed, he thought that most people who developed a ‘proletarian class consciousness’ did so for similar reasons, so as not to be ashamed of the fact that they were poor.175 Unlike most of them, however, Eric, emotionally adrift after the death of his parents, also found in the Communist Party a substitute family, giving him a sense of identity that was to prove over the long run a central part of his emotional constitution. It also turned his outsider status, as an English boy in a Berlin school, into something positive: the Communists gloried in their outsider status in German politics and society, and, by identifying with this, Eric could gain a sense of belonging that was far more than compensatory.


So he became an active member of the Socialist School Students’ League. The movement numbered among its members the children of Russian exiles who had left the Soviet Union because of Stalin’s growing persecution of socialist dissidents. The organisation was open to both sexes, and as one member recalled,




after the conclusion of our studious meetings we usually adjourned to a near-by café for extended socializing. These informal get-togethers also provided an opportunity to get to know members of the opposite sex, of which there were several attractive representatives. We also organized occasional Sunday excursions into the surrounding countryside.176





But as the political situation deteriorated in 1931–2, and Nazi violence on the streets became more pervasive, this rather gentle lifestyle took on a more serious tone. The members met in each other’s homes, sometimes in a nearby bar in Halensee, then part of the western district of Wilmersdorf.177 The group had an Orglei (organisational leader) and Polei (political leader) and sent reports in to Der Schulkampf, which by late 1932 was roughly typed, duplicated and stapled together for circulation. What was probably the final number, issued in the autumn of 1932, pilloried the ‘reactionary’ school system and the authoritarian philosophy of the government of Franz von Papen, attacked cuts in the school medical and dental services in the name of austerity (‘savings are made at the cost of our health!’), and criticised the political campaign for the restoration of the German overseas colonies mandated to other nations in the peace settlement of 1919. Then there were individual reports, targeting ‘reactionary common rooms’ in a number of secondary schools, though not the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium.178


Such activity was possible because, like other German schools, the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium had a school day that only lasted from eight in the morning until one or one thirty in the afternoon, so there was plenty of time for pupils to devote to extra-curricular pursuits. While still engaging in normal school activities, notably the hiking club, reading widely and continuing with his studies, Eric therefore found it relatively easy to take part in the activities of the Communist Party. His uncle Sidney had run into financial difficulties after the German government, some months before the Nazi seizure of power, passed a law designed to alleviate unemployment by forcing companies to ensure that at least three-quarters of their employees were German. As a British citizen, Sidney was obliged to leave Universal Films and, like millions of others in Germany in the early 1930s, found himself without a job. He began looking for other opportunities, but in the depths of the Depression these were not readily available. So in the autumn of 1932, he departed with Gretl and their son Peter for Barcelona, leaving Eric and Nancy in Berlin to continue their schooling. They moved in with their aunt Mimi, who had come to Berlin after her various enterprises in England had left her deeply in debt (‘we have too few debts to make bankruptcy worth while’, she told Eric, ‘and just have to carry on’). She sublet an apartment in the Friedrichsruherstrasse, near the S-Bahn railway track at the western end of the Kurfürstendamm, and took in paying guests, making a bit of extra money by teaching German to the English ones.179


With Sidney and Gretl out of the picture for several months, and Mimi preoccupied with her own affairs, Eric was left at something of a loose end. He travelled by tram with Nancy to their separate but neighbouring schools, remembering ‘the endless footslog during the dramatic four-day Berlin transport strike of early November’.180 Nancy and Eric continued to grow apart during this time, despite his quasi-paternal attempt to tell her the facts of life when she reached the age of twelve. They played cards together and chatted with Mimi about palmistry, fortune-telling and her other interests, but Eric’s real attention, when not occupied with reading, was increasingly taken up with politics.181 He spent many evenings in the back rooms of Communist pubs debating the desperate political situation. He read Party material, though he did not engage with Marxism at any intellectually serious level – looking back on his political beliefs in Berlin a mere three years later, he found them naïve and half-formed; more a Romantic rebel than a true intellectual, he thought.182


He took part in the Communists’ last public demonstration in Berlin, on 25 January 1933, mounted as a response to a provocative mass march staged by ten thousand Nazis three days before. The Nazi march had been led by Hitler himself, and passed in front of the Communist Party headquarters at the Karl Liebknecht House on the Bülowplatz on its way to the nearby cemetery where the Nazi hero Horst Wessel, shot dead by Communists three years before, was buried. An estimated 130,000 Communists marched past the same building on 25 January, accompanied by brass bands, singing songs and shouting slogans, and raising their fists to the Party leader and former presidential candidate Ernst Thälmann, who stood in front of the building for five hours despite a temperature of minus fifteen degrees Celsius.183 The next day, the Social Democratic journalist Friedrich Stampfer reported on the demonstration, admitting against his better judgement that it had made a deep impression on him:




Even the most critical verdict on the policy of the Communist Party leadership cannot detract from the admiration that these masses have earned. Through biting frost and cutting wind they processed for hours in dingy coats, in thin jackets, in tattered shoes. Tens of thousands of pasty-pale faces that expressed not only their poverty but also their willingness to sacrifice themselves for a cause that they believed was the right one. Their rough voices spoke out their hate, a hate that was justified a thousand times over, for a social system that had condemned them to poverty and misery, and their protest against the grotesque insanity, the screaming injustice of our social circumstances. You would not be a socialist if you did not empathise with this protest.184





With its songs, chants and marching, the Communist demonstration, like the Boy Scouts before it, gave Eric a strong, even ecstatic sense of identity: ‘We belonged together.’ He remembered in particular the songs they sang, keeping the tattered song-sheet until the end of his days.185 Already in 1932, however, he had sensed that the Weimar Republic was doomed. Five days after the great demonstration, Hitler was appointed Chancellor. Eric often recalled later in life seeing the banner headlines on the newspaper stands the following day announcing the appointment, as he walked home from school with Nancy ‘on the cold afternoon of 30 January 1933, reflecting on what the news of Hitler’s appointment as chancellor meant’.186 The circle of conservatives around President Paul von Hindenburg had put him into power as head of a coalition government in an attempt to provide mass support for their plans to dismantle Weimar democracy. Franz von Papen was made Vice-Chancellor, and there was a conservative majority in the cabinet, which thought it would be able to manipulate the Nazi minority and box Hitler into a corner. A general strike called by the Communist Party had little or no effect; at a time when millions were unemployed, it was a futile gesture. Armed resistance was out of the question: the Party was unprepared and lacked the necessary arms and ammunition. Instead, it readied itself for the elections Hitler had called for 5 March.187 For the time being, despite the escalation of Nazi violence on the streets, a full-blown dictatorship still seemed some way off.


Eric tried to convey the situation of young Communist activists in these final days of the Weimar Republic, in the last days of February 1933, in a short story he wrote during the Second World War, clearly based on personal experience.




I do not know about Chicago, but Berlin was a windy city in those days. The wind blew sleet through the wide spaces between the modern apartment blocks and in the district where we lived, clogged the tramlines with soaked brown leaves. It used to blow through my blue mackintosh and make me clench my hands in the pockets. We put in some old lining from one of my father’s raincoats, which buttoned into the mac. That made it better. The wind blew across the lakes, through the sandy plantations of firs, making the water shiver and leaving only single coots and wild ducks on the gusty river. The forests and the town were wide-meshed like fishing-nets.188





Eric and a friend whom he calls Max in the story went into a department store on their way home from school, seeking the warmth and perusing the shelves of the book department. His friend was annoyed when Eric mentioned he had a copy of Scouting for Boys at home. ‘Boy scouts are no good’, he said: ‘How often have I told you they are reactionary?’ Eric objected that he ‘liked the boy scouts when I visited the Birkenhead Jamboree in 1929 . . . Camping and tracking is first-class stuff.’ But it was the ideology of the Scouts to which his friend was opposed, and since ‘he instructed us at meetings in political economy, out of Marx’s Value Price and Profit’, Eric did not feel able to argue the point with him. At a tube station they met another friend, who discreetly showed them a knuckle-duster: ‘The Nazis came round our way last night and look – one of them leaves this.’ Max told him not to use it: ‘It’s individual terror’ – Lenin had polemicised against the use of individual rather than mass terror and so it was not Communist.


At six o’clock they met other members of the Socialist School Students’ League. ‘Don’t let’s stand about like a public meeting’, said Max. ‘It’s not like 1932 any more.’ They divided up, half the group taking one side of the street, the other half the other, and pushed Communist pamphlets through the letter boxes on each floor of the apartment blocks. They heard a bell ringing. Supposing someone had called the Nazis? They climbed up the stairs to the fourth floor.




We should be cut off here. Where would we go? Ring a bell and say ‘Mrs Mueller, why, they told me definitely Mrs Mueller lived on this floor.’ By god we would stall them. ‘This girl? Why, she is my sister Lisa. We came here to see Mrs Mueller my aunt.’ I am scared to hell, but Lisa does not look scared. I bet that girl is a better Bolshevik than I am.





Back on the street they met ‘Karbo’, a notoriously tough member of the group. He showed them a revolver he had bought. It would come in handy after the election, he boasted. ‘“Put that damn gun away”, said Max. “Put the bloody thing away.” Karbo grinned. “You might want a bodyguard.” “Sure we might”, said Max. “And you’d get us out of the black Maria and you’d beat up the bulls [cops] and the S.A. and maybe the S.S. too. You might even go and beat up Hitler.”’ A girl in the group asked what would happen. Hitler wouldn’t last for ever, Eric said. The people would rise up against him. In any case, he continued,




I only half wanted to talk about Hitler. I wanted to talk, expansively and sentimentally, about the lakes and boats. Preferably blue folding-boats and birds . . . We were middle-class kids. We did not know a great deal about the people . . . We were communists in the way in which, in other places, we should have read each other poetry; attracted into a profound and complex movement because it had superior magnetic powers for intelligent bourgeois children who revolted against their families. We circled round the fringes of this movement doing sometimes useful, sometimes senseless things. We could sing the definitions of revolution and understand them in this way. In prose we could not grasp them yet.





The people, however, did not rise up, and Hitler lasted far longer than anyone expected. As for ‘Karbo’, the story ends by informing readers that he went over to the Nazis not long afterwards.


Eric was recruited to distribute campaign material for the 5 March elections. He later remembered stuffing leaflets into postboxes in apartment blocks, fearing all the while the tread of a stormtrooper’s boots on the staircase.189 On another occasion, he found himself alone in a streetcar with two Nazi stormtroopers, terrified they might beat him up if they saw his Communist Party badge.190 On the evening of 27 February 1933 he asked his twelve-year-old sister Nancy to take a bundle of Communist Party election leaflets to a friend in a northern part of Berlin after they got home from school, while he took some to other young Communists in the southern districts. Shortly after nine o’clock in the evening, as she was cycling back towards their home through the Brandenburg Gate in the centre of town, she noticed flames coming out of the Reichstag, the national parliament building. Fire engines were rushing towards the scene. She pedalled on, remembering the dramatic scene to the end of her days.191


For the destruction of the Reichstag, set on fire by a lone Dutch anarcho-syndicalist, Marinus van der Lubbe, marked the real beginning of the Nazi dictatorship in Germany. Using the emergency powers accorded to Reich President Hindenburg by the Weimar Constitution, Hitler suspended freedom of the press, assembly and association, and provided measures for police detention in ‘protective custody’, phone-tapping and the interception of mail without a court order and for an indefinite period of time, on the pretext that the Communists had burned down the Reichstag as a prelude to a violent revolutionary uprising. Soon afterwards, surprisingly perhaps, the 5 March elections failed to deliver the Nazis an overall majority despite the fact that other parties were prevented from campaigning. The Communists had still garnered 4,800,000 votes, but any Communist elected to the Reichstag was immediately arrested, while many leading members of the Party fled the country.192 The Socialist School Students’ League stored its duplicating apparatus under Eric’s bed for a while, believing it was safe with a foreigner, though no leaflets were produced on it while it was there.193


With their 8 per cent of the vote in the March elections, together with the Nazis’ 44 per cent, Hitler’s nationalist coalition partners acquiesced in Hitler’s destruction of civil liberties and the step-by-step introduction of a dictatorship. He quickly began to outmanoeuvre them, engineering the resignation of some, and outnumbering the rest by bringing hardcore Nazis into the cabinet. Within a few weeks, Hitler’s brownshirts, enrolled as auxiliary police, had begun rounding up Communists, starting with four thousand members of the Party apparatus, abusing, torturing and sometimes killing them in improvised concentration camps. It had become extremely dangerous to belong to any opposition party, but the Communists were particularly singled out for persecution. Even the official figures recorded over six hundred political murders in the first six months of 1933, and the real total was undoubtedly higher. Well over one hundred thousand Social Democrats and Communists had been arrested and incarcerated in the new concentration camps by the summer of 1933, while all the political parties apart from the Nazis were banned or forced to dissolve themselves.


During the 5 March elections and for some time afterwards, the Communist Party of Germany, following instructions from the Communist International in Moscow, stuck to its previous ideological line, namely that the rise and triumph of Nazism was nothing more than the final convulsion of a dying capitalism, a desperate and doomed attempt to stave off the inevitable Communist revolution. The Social Democrats were condemned as ‘social fascists’ who were ‘objectively’ serving the interests of capitalism by sucking working-class voters away from their true representatives, namely the Communists. There should therefore be no attempt to form a united front between the two working-class parties, although taken together they had actually won more votes than the Nazis in the elections of November 1932. A long history of bitterness between the Communists and the Social Democrats, going back to 1919, when the Communist leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht had been brutally murdered by the troops of the Social Democratic national government, had been deepened if anything by the massacre of Communist protesters by the police controlled by the Social Democratic government of Prussia in the ‘Bloody May’ demonstrations of 1929. As late as the end of 1933, a leading Communist Party official in Germany, Fritz Heckert, declared that the Social Democrats were the Party’s ‘main enemy’ because they were the ‘principal bulwark of the bourgeoisie’.194


This was an unrealistic and self-destructive set of beliefs, as Eric soon came to realise. ‘I grew up at the most sectarian point of the socialist-communist split’, he said later. ‘It’s now clear to everyone that that was a disaster. It was my most formative political experience.’195 The enthusiasm of the young militants of the Communist Party was directed towards the positive goal of bringing about a Communist revolution, not towards the much duller, less inspiring purpose of preventing a fascist seizure of power.196 For the orphaned fifteen-year-old Eric, Communism offered the sense of identity and belonging that he so craved, combined with a way of overcoming his embarrassment at his poverty, threadbare clothing and rickety bicycle, and dosed with a heady admixture of political adventure and excitement. Had he stayed in Berlin, there was every chance that he, too, in the end would have been picked up by the Gestapo and at the very least beaten up, and quite possibly thrown into a concentration camp for a while. The fact that the Nazis would have regarded him as Jewish would only have made the situation worse for him. He might have been killed.


But chance circumstance intervened in his life, neither for the first time nor for the last. Towards the end of March 1933, as Hitler’s grip on the country was tightening and violence against the Communists was reaching new heights, Eric’s uncle Sidney, his venture in Barcelona having failed, came back to Berlin with Gretl and Peter and declared he was going to move the family to London. Eric’s aunt Mimi, who was also in serious financial difficulties, joined them, opening a cosmopolitan boarding house in Folkestone, Kent. Although his uncle must have already noted the violent anti-Semitism that the Nazis were pushing onto Berlin’s streets, the first great outbreak of hatred towards the Jews, the government-organised boycott of Jewish shops and businesses, on 1 April 1933, did not happen until after the family had left. Thus Eric was not a political or any other kind of exile from Nazi Germany: he was a British citizen who moved to Britain from Germany with his family for financial reasons coincidentally just as the Nazis were in the course of seizing total power for themselves.197 As he later remarked, ‘I came not as a refugee or emigrant, but as someone who belonged here; although it is difficult to convince the compilers of data about emigrant intellectuals from Mitteleuropa and their contribution to the cultures of the various receiving states that I do not belong into their files.’198 His time in the overheated political atmosphere of Berlin had seen the beginnings of a Communist commitment that quickly became central to his sense of identity. But it was only with his move to London that it gained intellectual as well as emotional depth.
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‘Ugly as Sin, but a Mind’


1933–1936


I


When he arrived in London in the spring of 1933, Eric was enrolled as a pupil in St Marylebone Grammar School for boys. Originally founded as the Philological Society in 1792, the school had become a state grammar school in 1908. It was located at Lisson Grove, a relatively genteel area of north London bounded by Lord’s cricket ground to the north, Paddington Station to the south and Regent’s Park to the east. In order to be close to the school, Eric lodged with his uncle Harry in Elgin Mansions, in Maida Vale, a nearby area dominated by Edwardian and late Victorian apartment blocks, while Sidney was looking for somewhere suitable for the family to live. Born on 9 July 1888 in Bethnal Green in London’s East End, Harry was later described in a Metropolitan Police report ‘as a sneering, critical type of person, harsh of speech, half Jew in appearance, having a long nose, thinning hair and blue eyes. He has always been extremely left wing in politics.’1 Anti-Semitism was clearly alive and well and living at Scotland Yard when these sentences were written.


Harry’s son Ron had recently been a pupil at the school, and so, Eric thought, ‘it seemed a natural place to try, and I stuck to it after we found places of our own to live in London, which gave my leg-muscles plenty of exercise as later I had to cycle daily from areas as remote from Lisson Grove as Upper Norwood and Edgware’.2 Probably because of Ron, Eric was referred to as Hobsbaum rather than Hobsbawm throughout his time at St Marylebone Grammar School.3 Uncle Harry worked as a telegraphist in the General Post Office in London, and Ron worked at the Natural History Museum as an attendant. This was a civil service post, so it offered him a steady income and a good deal of security. He soon became Eric’s closest friend, and in August 1933 the two of them boarded a train to Folkestone and then walked all the way back to London, taking almost a week (26–31 August) to do so, emptying their backpacks of their tents and equipment every evening and camping overnight in fields.4


The family milieu into which Eric moved on his arrival in London was left-wing; Harry eventually became the first Labour Mayor of Paddington. Eric found him ‘often rather boring and occasionally pompous’.5 There was nothing elitist about the social stratum from which St Marylebone Grammar School drew its pupils. It was not, Eric recalled later, a particularly academic establishment; very few pupils indeed went on to university, and for most of them the sixth form, covering the ages sixteen to eighteen, was the final stage of education before they went into business or trade: ‘I don’t believe that in my time’, Eric later wrote, ‘it was even designed to produce gentlemen.’ He was treated leniently when he ‘was discovered selling copies of an anti-war broadsheet in class, which I had collected during the lunch break from the bookshop in the Communist Party headquarters in King Street, Covent Garden’. The school clearly made a lot of allowances for him, most likely in view of his patent academic brilliance.6


Under its headmaster Philip Wayne, always known as ‘Dickie’, the St Marylebone Grammar School modelled itself on the English ‘public schools’, or in other words independent, fee-paying secondary boarding schools, whose educational ethos was still essentially Victorian. There were uniforms for the pupils, ‘houses’ on the model of Oxbridge colleges (though it was not a boarding school) to encourage team spirit and competitiveness, a strong Christian ethic (the school had its own specially printed prayer book for use in morning assemblies), an emphasis on traditional English public school sports (rugby in the winter, cricket in the summer) and corporal punishment for boys who infringed the rules (Eric was never beaten, though the headmaster was said to use his cane on the younger pupils ‘rather too freely’). Eric found most of this extremely strange after the experience of Prussian secondary education in Berlin. Speaking to the old pupils’ association of the school in October 2007, more than seventy years after he had left St Marylebone, he confessed that he came ‘to the school as a sort of extra-terrestrial’ who knew little or nothing of its customs: ‘I had never in my life been on a cricket pitch or seen an oval ball, and so I was consequently quickly written out of the Marylebone sporting script after a few thoughtful hours at longstop. I didn’t much mind, though I regret that cricket is still an impenetrable mystery to me, in spite of going to school in the shadow of the M.C.C.’7 He was not even really ‘aware of the marked Christian atmosphere of the school, which should have needled a devoted teen-age atheist’. He enjoyed the headmaster’s ‘efforts to make us appreciate classical music in hall, but I was not much into classical quartets at the time’, he confessed. He acted in one school play but then dropped out of the drama society. The aspect of the school he found most objectionable was the uniform. ‘When I was at SMGS I hated the tie and especially the cap more than even the principle of wearing uniforms’, he said many years later. So ‘at the ages of 16–18 I waged a persistent guerrilla war against the school’s headgear’. But, in general, he experienced ‘much of the effort to apply the public school model at Lisson Grove as funny rather than sinister’, unlike his fellow pupil the later jazz musician and journalist Benny Green, who detested it and loathed the pretensions of the headmaster.


What Eric really valued, and profited from, was the academic education the school gave him. It was very different in style and content from the schooling he had gone through in Berlin. To begin with, ‘when Dickie Wayne first interviewed me in the panelled headmaster’s study, he told me with regret that I couldn’t go on studying Greek as I had been doing in Austria and Germany, since the school did not teach it’. In the end, after Eric had left, he did manage to appoint a teacher of Ancient Greek, but by that time it was already in decline as a subject. As compensation, however, ‘Wayne pressed on me a volume in German of the philosopher Immanuel Kant, and of William Hazlitt, which led me to treat him with definite respect from then on.’ Wayne, appointed in 1923 and destined to lead the school until 1954, was, as his gift to Eric indicated, knowledgeable about and fond of both English and German culture. He was also ambitious for the school, and sought to raise its standards not only through applying the model of the English public school but also by appointing what Eric, looking back, recognised as ‘a teaching team of premier quality’. ‘It was in no sense a second-best education’, he realised.


Immediately after being admitted to the school, Eric had to spend the summer term of 1933 preparing for the General School Certificate examinations that would qualify him to enter the Sixth Form the following September:




I had, in the course of a term, to get through an examination on subjects I knew absolutely nothing about in a totally strange syllabus and in a language I had never used for school purposes. Of course I worked like crazy, but I couldn’t possibly have done it without these old, experienced schoolmasters, enormously competent at the job of knocking knowledge into unprepared young heads, like the English master Frisby or the Maths master Willis, the Physics master L. G. Smith, or Snape, or Rowlands, and the French master A. T. Q. Bluett, of whom I have a particularly fond memory. Let me just note in passing that none of them ever talked about what they’d done in the Great War, unlike the masters in Berlin, who talked about little else.





Eric passed the examination in December 1933, gaining a Distinction in English, History (English and European), Latin and German (‘with Special Credit in the oral examination’), and a pass with Credit in Arithmetic, Elementary Mathematics and French (again ‘with Special Credit in the oral examination’). The regulations required a pass in mathematics, which Eric achieved, but he had no real interest in the subject, and was clearly best at languages and history.8 He had in fact already entered the Sixth Form for the autumn term of 1933. Very soon he came under the wing of the English teacher, Mr Maclean, who was a student of the hugely influential Cambridge English don F. R. Leavis. Guided by Maclean, Eric read through the classics of the ‘New Criticism’, including Fiction and the Reading Public (1932) by Q. D. Leavis, wife of F. R. He took their criticism of middlebrow authors like John Galsworthy to be an attack on the ‘spiritual emptiness and banality, or even more irritating, the petty-bourgeois nature of general reading’, ‘opium for the people’, as Marx had said (of religion, but it applied even more to the novels and stories of people like Rudyard Kipling, in Eric’s view).9 Next came Practical Criticism (1929) by I. A. Richards (he thought it ‘good’),10 which he liked because it linked literary criticism to other branches of learning such as psychology.11


By the autumn of 1934 he was reading the literary criticism of T. S. Eliot, another favourite of Leavis.12 Inspired by his Leavisite teacher, who introduced him to a whole new set of ideas and a whole new area of literature, Eric took to reading the novels of D. H. Lawrence (whom Leavis considered the greatest of modern English novelists because he was the most morally serious).13 In his New Bearings in English Poetry (1932) Leavis made a strong claim for Eliot as one of the great poets, so Eric read as much Eliot as he could, including his long poem The Waste Land (1922). ‘Like Byron’, he thought, ‘he has comprehensively expressed the mood of the intellectual in a particular era.’ However, ‘only here and there does he write something really great’. Eric preferred the poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, another Leavis favourite.14 Shakespeare was a central part of the English curriculum, and Eric went with a school party to see a performance of King Lear at the Westminster Theatre in 1934. It starred the twenty-two-year-old William Devlin, one of the youngest ever actors to play the part; like the professional critics, Eric found his performance mesmerising: ‘He was excellent in most of his speeches, brilliant in parts, and touched genius at times.’15


Although he shunned many of the school’s organised activities, he did play a part in the school Debating Society, whose committee he soon joined.16 His cousin Ron had won the annual debating cup a few years before, and Eric was keen to emulate him.17 He spoke in a debate for the first time on 18 July 1933, in favour of the motion ‘That property is a nuisance’. Eric was duly chosen as the winner of the debating cup from among the seven speakers by a committee chaired by the Headmaster after an oration that must have been spoken from the heart, since it chimed so closely with his political beliefs. This launched his career as the school’s leading debater. On 25 January 1934 he led the proposers of the motion ‘That this House would Welcome a woman Prime Minister’, a very advanced proposition for the time.18 Returning to the Debating Society on 1 October 1934, Eric spoke from the floor in favour of the motion ‘That this House approves of Russia’s entry into the League [of Nations]’, winning by a wide margin.19 On 20 September 1935, Eric seconded the motion ‘That in no circumstances should Great Britain intervene on behalf of Abyssinia’. His reasoning was doubtless influenced by the Communist International’s preference for concerted action through the League of Nations and its suspicion of British motives.20 He was to be disappointed: in the end, no action was taken, and the League’s failure to stop the Italian invasion sounded the death-knell for collective security.21 The motion was lost by fifty-five votes to eleven, testifying to the sympathy among the boys, as in the British public in general, for the dignified behaviour of the Emperor Haile Selassie of Abyssinia, a potentate whom Eric doubtless, and with some justification, would have considered a relic of the feudal system.22 At the end of the Spring Term 1936, in his final debate, Eric proposed the motion to the Debating Society ‘That we dare not trust Hitler now’. The political complexion of the school and its pupils, generally conservative, was revealed by the fact that the motion was defeated by twenty-two votes to twenty.23 Despite this, Eric came to discover a small core of half a dozen pupils in the Sixth Form who sympathised with the Left – ‘a gratifying sign’, he thought.24


Almost as soon as he arrived at the school, in the autumn term of 1933, he joined the editorial board of the school magazine, The Philologian, and contributed to its Spring Term issue for 1935 a clever fictional fantasy about the return of Shakespeare, ‘the news of the century’. At first, the spoof report went, everyone lionised the resurrected playwright (‘Exclusive interview with Professors Dover Wilson and Bradley’). ‘Baconians gnash their teeth in impotent rage. Oxford Dons look forward to the solution of the problem of how old Lady Macbeth’s child was.’ Before long, Shakespeare was invited to Hollywood.25 The essay was precocious in its wit and imagination, revealing as it did a familiarity not only with Shakespeare but also with his editors and critics.


Eric’s career at the school, exceptionally brilliant though it may have been for St Marylebone Grammar, was typical enough of the ‘swot’, the bright boy who worked hard but whose participation in school life did not go far beyond writing for and editing the school magazine and taking part in political debates. He was House Secretary of Houseman House, a role he did not take very seriously, writing the briefest possible reports on the House’s activities for the school magazine.26 He won the Abbott Essay Prize in 1934 and was even made a school prefect for 1935–6, his final year.27 This prompted the reflection that he now ‘had the right to mete out punishment to little boys. This gives me direct experience of the feelings and desires which authority and power bring along with them’, reminding him of the admirable character of the Duke of Parma in the Stendhal novel he had just finished reading.28 But in fact, however, as he later admitted, except for the teaching, ‘the school was fairly marginal to my life’.29 ‘The kind of conversations which were familiar to fifteen-year-old schoolboys in Berlin – about politics, about literature, about sex – did not take place in English schools. I was a bit bored and I spent a great deal of my time reading.’30 What really mattered to him, apart from his schoolwork, was the intellectual and cultural life he led outside the school, in the Marylebone Public Library (where he spent most of his free periods during school time), at home and in and around London.31 This, and deepening the commitment to the Communist cause he had first espoused in Berlin, where the Prinz-Heinrichs-Gymnasium, he later thought, had in the end exercised an influence on him far greater than that of St Marylebone Grammar School.


He was taught history by Harold Llewellyn Smith, who was eventually to succeed Wayne as Headmaster. Llewellyn Smith ‘was not one of those teachers who reveal and inspire’, Eric recalled: ‘I think he was morally rather than intellectually interesting. I never felt I had a real personal relationship to him.’ Nevertheless, he became the most important of the school’s teachers for Eric. ‘Handsome and socially assured’, he was the son of Sir Hubert Llewellyn Smith, an economist at the Board of Trade who had made a reputation with detailed social investigations of a number of working-class trades in the late Victorian and Edwardian eras. Harold Llewellyn Smith lent Eric some of his books on social questions and labour history; ‘he knew all the surviving reformers and radicals. In fact he showed my essays to Sidney and Beatrice Webb. So Harold was both an ideal master and a personal introduction to the history of the labour movement for a teen-age leftist historian.’32 It was out of a sense of social duty that he taught at St Marylebone rather than at a major public school, though he certainly had the ability to do so. ‘Of course,’ Eric added, ‘working with boys was also an attraction, but there was none of that History Boys groping about him. Nobody ever even hinted at misbehaviour. On the contrary, he had the reputation of being repressed and straitlaced, and when he took boys to the theatre he always made sure there was a chaperon.’33


Although Eric later claimed that Llewellyn Smith ‘gave me my original field of research: British labour and socialism from the 1880s to 1914’, this was not immediately the case, for he was to embark on an entirely different subject for a brief time when he began research, and did not come to British labour history until after the end of the Second World War, and then for reasons that were more pragmatic than intellectual. Llewellyn Smith might have laid the seeds of this interest, and it was most probably his inspiration that prompted Eric to write an essay on ‘The Battle of the Slums’ around this time, but this was contemporary rather than historical social analysis. Eric later claimed that he already ‘became conscious of being a historian at the age of sixteen’,34 but this, too, is doubtful. On the contrary, he thought of himself potentially as an imaginative writer. ‘I have had a vision,’ he wrote in November 1934. ‘No joking. I’m not mystical. But I’ve had one.’ He saw as in a flash soldiers celebrating the end of the war in 1918. The vision lasted no more than a second. ‘It was desolate, dark, chaotic, cruel, petty . . . I made a poem out of it. Feeble, of course. Can I become a poet or writer? If I think poet, and what I’ve achieved, and what is necessary, it seems to me that I’m condemned to be an eternal dilettante (in the poetic field).’ In the end, ‘my future lies with Marxism, in teaching, or in both’. Poetry was not the most important thing for him but then it wasn’t for many poets either, he reflected: most of them made their living in other ways. There was not the slightest hint that he intended to become a professional historian.35


With Llewellyn Smith what he enjoyed most was discussing not historical but economic topics, to which Eric brought a Marxist approach that his teacher clearly found interesting.36 History did not figure very much in Eric’s private thoughts or private reading. As he later remarked, ‘I got all my historical interests from or through Marx, except my interest in labour history and social movements.’ Marxism gave him ‘an interest in the great macro-historical question [of] how human societies evolved’, especially the transition from feudalism to capitalism.37 The conventional school history textbooks, he thought, were mostly useless, though occasionally they provided insights:




While I read and listen, I put what is useful into my mental apparatus. Gradually I see – very gradually – how a picture of history is crystallizing out of it all. At the moment I just see individual contours – in some instances cornerstones, in others just simple rows and groups of bricks. The longer I study, the more I hope to enlarge my picture. Of course, you never put it together completely, but perhaps one day I’ll have all the cornerstones there. Thanks to the dialectic, I’m on the right way.38





If he read history at all, it was Roman history, and mostly in order to write school essays.39 Here too, however, he brought his Marxist reading to bear, noting that ancient philosophy and culture provided clear examples of how everything was dependent on the relations of production. Roman history from 276 bce to 14 ce – the period he was required to study for his university matriculation – provided ‘a true and typical example of the transition from one system to another’, a thought that foreshadowed his preoccupation later in life with the transition from feudalism to capitalism. In the Roman case, he discerned the beginnings of feudalism as the Republic gave way to the Empire and an oligarchy of landowners became dominant, bringing with it key elements of Greek culture to replace the old animistic religion of the primitive countryfolk. Thus went the argument of Eric’s school essay on the origins of Hellenism in ancient Rome. Yet, self-critically, he was conscious of the fact that he had written nothing about the plebs or about trade and industry, which surely belonged somewhere in the picture. Nevertheless, his teachers must have been startled to read essays on ancient history written from the standpoint of historical materialism, and Llewellyn Smith in particular found Eric’s work both fascinating and original.40


II


His new home country might have been a safe haven for Eric and his sister Nancy, his uncle and aunt and their son Peter, but in most other respects he was unimpressed by his initial experience of the United Kingdom:




Britain was a terrible let-down. Imagine yourself as a newspaper correspondent based in Manhattan and transferred by your editor to cover Omaha, Nebraska. That is how I felt when I came to England, after two years in the unbelievably exciting, sophisticated, intellectually and politically explosive Berlin of the dying Weimar Republic . . . For my first years in Britain I felt I was just marking time, waiting till there was a chance to carry on the conversation where it had broken off in Berlin. Of course for my older relatives from Central Europe, the fact that Britain was provincial, boring and predictable, that nothing much happened here, was one of its major attractions. Happy the country, they said, where the headline: ‘Crisis’ was about Test Matches, not the collapse of civilization. But that’s not the way I felt at 16.41





Neither his uncle Sidney nor his aunt Gretl had much interest in politics or culture, though Gretl did appreciate and know something about classical music; and at home Eric sometimes suffered from ‘gigantic boredom’ as a result.42 Indeed, when his uncle found him reading Sterne’s eighteenth-century comic novel Tristram Shandy, he took it away from him.43 In culture as well as politics, therefore, Eric had to make his own way. As for his sister Nancy, his attempts to engage her in discussion of these topics were a complete failure. ‘We are all amazed’, he wrote, referring most probably to himself, his uncle and his aunt, ‘at how mediocre she is, even typically mediocre.’ His parents had been far more interesting, and his relatives in London, his uncle Harry and cousin Ron, were people he could talk to. Not so Nancy, who shared none of his interests and occupied herself with the typical, ordinary enthusiasms and occupations of a normal English girl in her early teens. Sometimes he would play cards with her or go to the cinema – in May 1934, for instance, they went with their cousin Peter to see Tugboat Annie.44 But though Nancy was intelligent, she was not academically inclined, she did not share his reading habits and she was not interested in politics. He considered her over-sensitive and prone to lie when she was anxious about something. He had no idea how to relate to her. As her brother, of course, he wanted to look after her. ‘I want to do my best. Can I?’45 He was unsure. ‘In politics,’ he concluded resignedly, as in other areas of life, ‘I have already realized that the average human being makes up 95% of humanity as a whole.’46


We can reconstruct Eric’s private thoughts on this and many other topics because once he had settled down in London he began to keep a diary, starting to write it in April 1934 ‘out of boredom’, he noted, and for practice in writing in German. ‘Those are just excuses’, he added later: ‘In reality I began it because I wanted, as the saying goes, to pour out my heart.’ After a while, it became ‘a kind of trash-can or rummage-room where I could dump all kinds of thoughts and feelings’. Rereading it in the spring of 1935 he found it rather sentimental. There was too much self-analysis, not enough description: ‘I’m just not really like Pepys.’ Apart from this, as aspiring adolescent diarists often do, he also used it for experiments in written style. On one occasion, for example, he devoted a long passage to describing the furniture in Sidney and Gretl’s dining room. He was trying to find a style that allowed him to express his feelings without becoming maudlin.47 He wrote it in German, probably because this came most naturally to him as his personal, intimate language; he was to revert to it in the diaries he wrote years afterwards at a moment of emotional crisis in his life. Certainly there is no sign that he needed to use the language in order to practise it.


Eric began his diary by recording his regret at the move to London, unavoidable though it was. ‘In Berlin I had friends . . . I was on the best path to becoming an active Communist. Illegality would only have strengthened my views.’ And he would, he thought, have deepened his knowledge of Marxist theory: ‘It was also from a theoretical perspective a pity that I left Berlin.’48 It was in Britain that he first began seriously to read the Marxist classics. Marylebone Public Library did not stock copies of them, so he had to buy them, a factor that imposed unwelcome limitations on his reading. He ‘used to go down from school in the lunch break to Covent Garden, when the CPGB had a little bookshop in King Street, with Jack Cohen, who became the student organiser, who was serving in there. I used to buy all those little books: the Little Lenin Library, and also German elementary Marxist texts.’49 On 15 May 1934 he noted in his diary that he had bought Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Programme and some essays by Lenin, but regretted that he had not managed to read more. Up to this point he had only managed to get through Capital, volume one, The Critique of Political Economy, The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx-Engels Selected Correspondence, The Eighteenth Brumaire, The Civil War in France, Anti-Dühring and Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism.50 Just over a month later, he recorded reading Lenin’s Imperialism, Engels’s The Development of Socialism from Utopia to Science along with speeches by Lenin and the German Communist Wilhelm Pieck, and an early work by the American Communist Farrell Dobbs.51 He read Engels’s The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State52 as well as less demanding texts such as George Bernard Shaw’s The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism (‘very good’).53 One has to remind oneself that at this point he had only just turned seventeen.


Two years earlier, he reflected in July 1934, he had agreed with ‘Mussolini’s dictum, that men make history’. But ‘that was still before I had read the Communist Manifesto. Since that time I have surely made some progress ideologically.’54 Yet a few weeks later, he was castigating himself for his intellectual superficiality. ‘Which of your books’, he asked himself in the privacy of his diary, ‘have you really and thoroughly read? And you call yourself a Marxist? Your nice excuse: I want to educate myself. Don’t make me laugh!’55 Yet for all his occasional dissatisfaction with the progress of his intellectual mastering of Marxism-Leninism, there could be no doubt about the depth of his emotional commitment. He went on a pilgrimage to Karl Marx’s grave in Highgate cemetery, then, as he described it, ‘a simple little grave with a big glass box of roses on it from the USSR’ (it was only in 1954 that Laurence Bradshaw’s monumental bust replaced it).56 He read the Soviet propaganda magazine Russia Today.57 He repeatedly stressed his desire to immerse himself totally in Marxism-Leninism. ‘I hope I will grow so far into dialectical materialism that I don’t come out of it’; ‘drown yourself in Leninism. Let it become your second nature.’58 After reading twelve pages of Lenin he noted: ‘Astonishing how that cheers me up and clears my mind. I was in a total good mood afterwards.’59 This is not the feeling that most people have after ploughing through Lenin’s theoretical works. He often felt a euphoric sense of confidence in the future Marxism predicted for human society: ‘Thus I can listen calmly when people laugh at me and my ideas, and listen and see how the capitalists are still suppressing us. I know that it will come. Sooner or later. Dies irae, dies illa.’60


The Marxism Eric imbibed in this formative period of his intellectual life was the Marxism of the classical tradition established through the apostolic succession of Marx, Engels, Plekhanov, Kautsky and Lenin: the doctrine of ‘historical materialism’ or ‘scientific socialism’, founded on supposedly proven certainties that pointed towards the inevitable triumph of socialism in a future revolution that was thought not to be far away. In this version, the differences between Marx and Engels’s thought vanished, and the Hegelian elements disappeared from the former in favour of the simplistic Darwinism of the latter. Eric admired both Lenin and Stalin. Both were among ‘the great statesmen of this century’ because they possessed principles and knew exactly what they wanted, but were flexible in the means they chose to obtain it. Great statesmen combined the virtues of the man of principle and the opportunist. ‘Lenin and Stalin were such, Trotski was not.’61 In fact, however, Eric’s intellectual formation owed little to Stalin, and most of all to Marx and Engels, as interpreted by Lenin. Thus he took the view that intellectuals and political activists should form the vanguard of the proletariat, leading them onto the revolutionary path, rather than, say, the more passive interpretation of Karl Kautsky, the chief theoretician of the moderate pre-1914 German Social Democrats, who thought that economic developments would do the job for them.62


Eric’s schoolfellows, some of whom supported Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, then reaching the height of their success,63 thought ‘that I am biased, narrow-minded, fanatical, blinkered, and shut myself off against the dictates of reason’. Marx’s Capital, they argued, was ‘not to be treated as a Bible’. Everything, after all, was relative: ‘there was no absolute objectivity’. It was difficult, he thought, to discuss such matters with non-Marxists.64 Yet it was clear that ‘Fascism is on the advance, war comes closer every day, and with it civil war and revolution . . . I see it, like Cassandra, I know.’65 Hitlerism would surely crumble. ‘If we consider the history of the labour movement, we will see that in all countries where a strong revolutionary movement developed, this only happened under conditions of great terror.’66 ‘To be a socialist means to be an optimist.’67 And, indeed, he felt that ‘we are living in a time of overwhelming, inexhaustible, incomprehensible interest. No other period of world history can be compared to ours.’68 ‘Perhaps fascism will bring some good – it will be the school through which the proletariat passes, then to emerge victorious under the leadership of the C.P.’69 – a belief typical of the disastrous ‘third period’ of the Communist International, when Communists everywhere welcomed the demise of ‘bourgeois democracy’ because they thought it would bring revolution nearer.


Eric’s faith in the Soviet Union had all the uncompromising absolutism of an adolescent crush. Press reports of a famine in Ukraine, then part of the Soviet Union, he dismissed as ‘Lies of the Whites’ (the Russian counter-revolutionaries). He grasped eagerly for Walter Duranty’s book Duranty Reports Russia (1934), a collection of articles for the New York Times, subsequently widely criticised for suppressing the truth about the famine. ‘Duranty’, he noted, naming other apologists of a similar kind, ‘is one of the few bourgeois who . . . honestly try to understand the Soviet Union.’70 ‘The Soviet Union today is living in a state of war,’ he wrote after visiting an exhibition of Soviet propaganda posters. Clearly, it was necessary to use art for political purposes. ‘All available forces must devote themselves to the S.U. “Pure” art in this light is a cul-de-sac. Art is subordinated to politics’, he noted, with evident approval.71 This belief was strengthened by a viewing of one of the earliest talking pictures made in the Soviet Union, Nikolai Ekk’s The Way to Life (1931), which used a variety of cinematic techniques to trace the rescue of Russian street urchins and their transformation into solid Soviet citizens. It was ‘the best film I’ve seen in my life’, he enthused. Here was art not only subordinated to politics but inextricably fused with them.72


His political view of art did not prevent him, however, from undertaking systematic expeditions to the major London galleries and museums in order to learn something about the visual arts, including the National Gallery,73 the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Imperial War Museum and the Tate Gallery, where he looked at pictures by Cézanne, Matisse, Picasso and others and was particularly impressed by the passionate post-Impressionist art of Vincent Van Gogh.74 He began to wrestle intellectually with the classic Marxist concepts of ‘base and superstructure’, according to which politics, culture and society reflected the fundamentals of the economic system: feudalism produced one kind of culture, capitalism another. Eric was too intelligent to fall for the simplistic version of this model purveyed by the Stalinists. ‘Even as a schoolboy’, he wrote many years later, ‘I remember being outraged by a piece in Left Review which derived the great tragedies of Shakespeare from the harvest-failures and famines of England in the 1590s, and maybe I even wrote a letter protesting against this simplistic interpretation which was never published.’ Half a century later he was still preoccupied with the problem.75 Even in 1935 he dreamed of ‘a Magnum Opus, and that’s a Marxist analysis of culture – the solution to the PROBLEM’, meaning the problem of the relationship between base and superstructure in the arts: of imperialism in the writings of Lawrence of Arabia, religion in the poetry of François Villon, decadence in Botticelli, of the factors underlying the taste of an era.76


In the school magazine, Eric wrote an essay on another exhibition he had been to, ‘On Seeing Surrealists’, explaining to his readers that ‘what the surrealists want to do is to get into art the powerful effect of irrational experiences – dreams for instance – or the strangeness of the conjunction of quite incongruous concepts’. The humour of the surrealists was engaging, but ‘when you see this same trick repeated a dozen times you get bored’. Only three of them were good: Chirico, Ernst and Picasso. Eric did not much like Miró, who ‘seems to be degenerating into exercises in blots and white spaces’. Apart from these, along with Masson, Man Ray and a few others, including Henry Moore, all they produced was ‘bunk, cliché, modern-modern stuff’. They were ‘people who are too lazy to co-ordinate their impression, study incoherence and hide behind Freud’.77 He preferred another exhibition, of Chinese art, where he found the Sung work ‘fascinating. It crystallises in its perfection much of what our own civilisation wants to do and can’t, though it excludes so many people, because it is so aristocratic.’78 Eric’s views were clearly informed by his politics, but his appreciation of art went far beyond this. He filled the pages of his diary with lengthy analyses of Italian Renaissance art, trying to work out the balance between the individual painter and his social context.79 By the time he left school he had a good, broad knowledge of art, both historical and contemporary.


III


Thus politics was not all, nor did Eric himself view art solely from a political perspective. He developed a strong love of the English countryside. For someone brought up in big cities – Vienna, Berlin, London – getting to know the world of nature was a particularly intense experience. ‘I go into the countryside to relax’, he wrote, after a family holiday in Teignmouth and on Dartmoor. ‘I want to know as little as possible of the big city and big-city culture.’80 He especially enjoyed camping at Forest Green, a country area in Surrey, near Horsham, donated in 1930 to Marylebone Grammar School by a former pupil, the press magnate and sometime backer of Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, Lord Rothermere. The camp was essentially organised along the lines Eric would have been familiar with from his all too brief time in the Boy Scouts. The boys slept in large canvas tents, six to a tent. They were divided into teams, and took part in competitions, games and expeditions, including a cross-country run. There was a hike through Holmbury Hill and Crossharbour. A swimming pool was available for use at any time. The emphasis was very much on physical activity.81 He also began to cycle into the countryside around London at weekends with his cousin Ron. On one trip in the summer of 1934, more ambitiously, they cycled to North Wales and climbed Cader Idris.82 And in April 1936 they spent two weeks camping in Snowdonia, cycling there and back, sleeping in tents and climbing the snow-covered mountain massif of Carnedd Dafydd, the third-highest peak in Wales.83


Nature was important to Eric. Sitting at home at his desk in London early in 1935, in his blue knitted sweater and flannel trousers, he felt a sudden, ill-defined




longing. For what? Perhaps for the fields, strong, red, deep fields and broad, warm meadows. Or for the dead-silent woods at night. Or for the great sea, soft, lightly swelling with its weight, shining benignly red and silver in the evening. I want to lie down peacefully, very softly, under the great sun. In the wondrous, deep sun. I want to be still, completely still, and lie there until I fall asleep, in the sun, in the warm grass.84





He undertook another cycling tour of Devon and Dorset with Ron in the spring of 1935. By this time, his cousin had begun to take evening classes in economics at the London School of Economics, which helped him pass the examination for entry into the Administrative Grade of the civil service, where he could take part in the formulation and implementation of policy. From January 1935 he was employed in the finance department of the Ministry of Labour, based at Kew.85 With his increased salary, Ron had purchased a drop-handlebar bike made by the recently established firm of Claud Butler, and by this time Eric had dumped the old bicycle which had so embarrassed him in Vienna and Berlin and managed to obtain one good enough to take him on long rides.86


These induced in him an almost ecstatic feeling of communing with nature, as he wrote during a tour of the West Country:




It is morning, and I am lying in the tent, eyes half-closed and lazily watching a chaffinch on the sprig of a thorn-tree above me. The sprig is delicate, and the pale sun tinges its greyish-brown with light, and lends form to the buds just about to become leaves. The chaffinch is singing against the sky, against the constant, recurring sound of the sea . . . I am fascinated by the sea, and I turn my head to see it swaying slowly round the cliff, with a light, broken swell, green like the glass of broken bottles, glinting silvery along the path of the sun, and with the moving shapeless shadows of clouds squatting on it . . . I am not even thinking. I merely feel it all . . . we are astonished, exultant, and half afraid. Cliffs, trees and the seagulls and clouds, the dazzling iridescent, complex whirl of colour and form, centres in us, and wheels around the white tent.87





Ron had what Eric later described as ‘a passion for the sea’. Already at their first encounter, he had proudly showed him ‘his elaborate drawings of three-masters in full rig’.88 For Ron, a large part of the point of cycling to the seaside was to get an opportunity to sail.


At Ron’s prompting, the boys spent a night on board a coastal trawler from ‘Brixham, Devon, with two ancient mariners slowly pulling us past the reddish sails and hanging nets of fishing smacks and the gleaming white of regatta craft to the place where our ship was moored’. The trawler




chug-chugged out of the harbour into the deep blue waters of Tor Bay. The sun burned on the dark red cliffs, and the sea gleamed like a shield of polished steel. The coast crept past; harbour, mole, cliffs; in the background, like a spider, Torquay and Paignton. Gulls float by, troops of diver-birds duck rhythmically . . . Little shadows begin to show beneath the wavecrests, or rather, in the dells between the ripples, for the sea is calm. Bolt Head rises broadbacked against the sky. The red and yellow between the clouds deepens, and throws a quivering image on the sea.





As the net was cast, the boys sat on fish-boxes drinking tea and eating chocolate. It grew dark. Torquay shone like a ‘great glow-worm . . . The lighthouse sends out regular beams – two flash, pause, two flash, pause. The sea is phosphorescent. In our wake luminous bubbles rise and float slowly. Green sparks shoot from our sides.’ The men hauled in the net. ‘A pull, it is open, and a glittering mass of fish writhes on the boards.’ They sorted out the catch and threw overboard what they could not use. ‘It is a hard life’, Eric reflected as the fishermen worked. ‘Every night, spring, summer and autumn, they go out, and every day in winter.’ And they had ‘to sell their goods themselves, by auction, in an open market. That they are at the mercy of dealers and auctioneers we were to see later.’89


It seemed natural enough to Eric to link nature to ideology with their common intertwining in an all-embracing whole. Marxism to him seemed a system that fitted together just as the universe and all its parts fitted together:




A world-view (Weltanschauung) is something wonderful. It’s so great, and perfected, all-embracing: like one of the lofty steel scaffoldings in new buildings: just as strong and complete in form, or like one of the great trees that stand alone in English parks – eighteenth century, even, short-cut, green lawns below, and then the broad, shining crown in the sun. And the trunk, with its tattered bark or smooth silver rind – the roots stretching out, the upward striving branches – the harmony of the whole, ‘the achievement of the mastery of the thing!’ – nay, even greater, scarcely to be measured in ordinary comparisons. It’s like the all-embracing cosmos, the depths of the universe, from the dark distance to the floating masses of stars, through the entire, endless, deep, satin black sphere to where the bundle of white rays emerges from space . . .90





In the end, he broke off the passage because, he conceded, he lacked the poetic ability to describe Marxism in this way.


Despite his preference for nature and the countryside, Eric appreciated the mysteriousness of the great fogs that descended on London from time to time during the winter months, blanketing the city and the land for miles around it with a thick, acrid vapour, sometimes white, sometimes yellow, sometimes brown, which it was scarcely possible to penetrate.91 On Monday 19 November 1934 it occasioned one of his earliest pieces of experimental creative writing:




The fog was thick. Lay over everything. One is isolated. Here am I, is my world, ten metres’ circumference. Beyond that, whiteness that sucks everything up. One is thrown back onto oneself and one’s impressionability enlarges and deepens itself. – I walk through Hyde Park, e.g. All the trees are motionless, turned to stone like Niobe, stretching out their branches. Ghosts. The fog drives past my feet in little shreds, the breathy exhalation of the asphalt, cigar-smoke. Beyond, at Marble Arch, shines a red cell of light, dull, dull and spongy. Lanterns dance. Cars emit geometrically deep, penetrating shafts of light, but the naked power of their headlights is melted and sucked away. Side-and rear-lights like ghostly glow-worms (it is getting dark). Shadows, ghostly suggestions of houses. Clearer air on Park Lane. Grosvenor, Dorchester? Who knows? The arc-lamps float stiffly, unmoving, like gyroplanes, or wooden falcons, casting a hail of light downwards. Golden rain, avalanches of light, pyramids, film studio lamps. Everything statuesque. The fog wells up before me, sucking, shutting everything off, above, everywhere: white sleep. Shadows. Perhaps the fog is also Ixion and Juno the earth. But that is bourgeois. À la pastorale. And then Gypsy Hill station: visible in the half-dark (I am standing on the open platform) the station roofs, massive, immense, whale’s backs, and a stretch of railway line with shards of fog. My feet. On the platform thin and greenish lights glow, and vague blocks raise themselves mechanically. Behind them a soft light (station hall). On the other side of the tracks lies the white wall, a spot of light in the middle (signal box). One is again in the centre of one’s private cosmos, ten metres’ radius. Those out there are starry blots. The tracks and the straight lines of the platform are the only certain things that one can hold on to. It is dark. The train is coming. It rumbles in the distance, like thunder. Or like beer-barrels that one rolls down into the beer-cellar. It rushes nearer, and the fog changes it from a machine, mighty, bulky, precise and wonderful in its massive, perfected symphony, harmony of the mechanical, into a dark, deformed mosasaurus. The windows spew out light like fountains, and it tumbles down in a parabola.92





Eric did not try any more elaborate descriptions of this sort, but it was good practice for writing.


In the privacy of his diary, Eric also began to experiment with poetry, written, like his essay on London fog, and indeed everything he put into the diary, in German. His poetry at this point was little more than agitprop sloganising. He wrote a number of different versions of what he called an ‘Ode to Capitalists’, though it was less an ode than a series of phrases listing the evils of the capitalist system, followed by a ‘Jeremiad’ in which the capitalist spokesman proclaim: ‘war is beautiful, wonderfully beautiful’, ‘beat the Jews’, ‘National Britain’ and other slogans, while the workers declared ‘civil war. A red flag will fly. Alone.’93 He wrote another poem after reading The Babbitt Warren: A Satire on the United States (1927) by Cyril Joad, who taught at Birkbeck, London University’s evening college for part-time students. Joad was a pacifist and a left-wing Labour supporter, but he was not left-wing enough for Eric, who found the book good in parts, but overall ‘typically bourgeois’. He appreciated Joad’s insight that ‘men don’t make history, rather the reverse, history makes men’. The poem, however, was piece of political sloganising: it had the bourgeoisie proclaiming: ‘We drive hundreds of thousands into death. But progress has left us.’94 It was only at the end of November 1934 that he essayed some verses which were not exclusively devoted to celebrating the coming revolution: nature, he wrote, was buried on the Western Front during the First World War, at Passchendaele and Verdun. ‘We can’t sing of flowers any more.’95


His voracious reading encompassed a wide range of literature in English and German, including Macaulay’s essays, Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and the nineteenth-century German comic writer and cartoonist Wilhelm Busch, though he found him ‘crude’ and lacking in the sophistication of another comic writer, the poet and versifier Christian Morgenstern. Eric felt that he would have got to know German literature better had he stayed in Berlin.96 But his personal library included editions of German poetry by Heine, Hölderlin and Rilke and English poems by Shakespeare, Donne, Pound, Keats, Hopkins, Shelley, Coleridge and Milton. He read volumes of poetry by Auden, Day-Lewis and Spender as well as the seventeenth-century religious poets George Herbert and Richard Crashaw. His French was already good enough for him to work his way through a volume of Baudelaire.97 His taste in prose fiction was very much focused on contemporary writing. He purchased a volume of short stories by the prolific T. F. Powys, and he read Lion Feuchtwanger’s great anti-Nazi saga of the downfall of a German Jewish family, The Oppermanns (1933), though he found it ‘oh so bourgeois!’ He devoured experimental novels such as Virginia Woolf’s The Waves (1931) and Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz (1929), which he compared to the work of John Dos Passos, an American socialist writer popular at the time.98


Was he really a Communist, then? He worried about having ‘waverings and doubts. To doubt,’ he added solemnly,




is no doubt a sign of high intellect. Intellectuals will even tell you that dogmatic Communists are not as spiritually fine as themselves (the intellectuals). Possibly. But the dogmatic Bolsheviks do something . . . I will admit: I have doubts, uncertainties . . . I am an intellectual through and through. With all the weaknesses of an intellectual – inhibitions, complexes etc.99





Intellectuals, after all, were the one part of the bourgeoisie that were capable of becoming socialist.100 (Shortly afterwards, on re-reading this passage, he exclaimed: ‘God, how conceited I am!’)101 Defining himself as an intellectual was unusual for anyone in England, let alone a boy still in his teens. But he felt it was problematic. A large part of the problem was his inability to put into action the fundamental Marxist-Leninist principle of the unity of theory and practice. He felt that he was posing as an intellectual in order to conceal his ‘un-Bolshevik’ behaviour and his adherence to bourgeois convention. He confessed that he ‘cannot reach a decision to undertake something. What will I do, when rapid and immediate action is required of me? When I am alone without a superior or a better informed person on whom I can rely?’ What would he do, in other words, when the revolution came? The answer, he decided, reaching for the motto he had imbibed during his time as a Boy Scout, was: ‘Be prepared!’102


IV


Many evenings spent discussing such matters with his cousin Ron Hobsbaum, who, like his father, supported the Labour Party, did not solve the key question: how was the revolution to be brought about? Eric did not see much hope in the British Communist movement, which never became much more than a tiny sect on the fringes of politics. Moreover, being a Communist in Britain was not in any way difficult or dangerous.




The Communist in Germany has rubber truncheons and concentration camps to fear, but he has comrades; the Communist here has nothing to fear and has none. In Germany people say: Marx is a power, so we will put you in a concentration camp. The Communists drew new strength from this recognition of their power, proudly feeling themselves to be truly oppressed. But here Marx is an old economist whom Jevons already refuted.103





Communism really meant something in Germany, Eric felt. The strength of his commitment to the cause derived to a very considerable extent from the fact that it was in Berlin in 1932–3 that he had been politicised, not in Britain. In contrast to the mass movement of German Communism, which won one hundred seats in the Reichstag in the last free elections of the Weimar Republic, the Communist Party of Great Britain had no seats at all in the House of Commons at this time. Moreover, the British Communists rejected the idea of becoming a mass party, and insisted instead on every member being an active militant, a role Eric was neither willing nor able to assume. He was, after all, still at school, focusing on his studies. There was no chance of joining the movement, a conclusion he reached on the basis ‘partly of the condition of the Croydon cell itself, partly of the C.P.’.104


The only mass movement around in which Eric saw the possibility of participating was the Labour Party, which at this time was going through a period of almost total ineffectiveness after losing the 1931 General Election heavily to the national government, led by the former Labour Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald but consisting largely of Conservatives. At least the Labour Party would not demand of him the total commitment he was unable to make. But it was ‘reformist through and through’.105 And the dispirited and disillusioned state of the movement was illustrated for him by the May Day parades of 1934. He saw ‘Mayday as the biggest festival of the year, with the exception, perhaps, of the anniversary of the October Revolution’, and he marked the occasion not only by listing in his diary the greatest battles of the class struggle across the world during the previous year (‘a fine series: “workers of the world, unite!”’), but also by making his way to the parade itself. It left him ‘deeply saddened. On the first of May, on the festive day that the workers of the world have so passionately appropriated for themselves, scarcely a thousand find themselves ready to demonstrate.’106


More immediately, however, he decided to infiltrate his local Labour Party in order ‘to make communist propaganda’.107 ‘I am not going to join the C. P., but the Labour Party’, he declared. ‘Like Karl Liebknecht in the army, like the Bolsheviks in the Duma, I will go into the L. P. and do my best to make propaganda.’ Eric signalled his intransigent position by quoting the clenched-fist slogan of the Communist paramilitaries in Germany before the Nazi seizure of power: ‘Three cheers for the Red Front!’108 His tactical decision was reinforced by the defeat of the pacifist and socialist activist Fenner Brockway, the candidate for the breakaway, left-wing Independent Labour Party, in a by-election in Upton, east London, a few days later. Eric criticised the local Communist and ILP members for having fought against the Labour Party instead of staying ‘in the monster’s belly’. ‘One cannot construct mass movements simply by shouting. The C.P. and the I.L.P just shouted.’109 It was clear, he concluded, that ‘The Labour Party must be radicalized’. Otherwise Britain might become fascist (Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists had just made headlines with a mass rally at the Olympia Stadium in London, heavily propagandised by the Daily Mail). If this happened, then ‘an armed general strike must be prepared’.110


Eric concealed his ‘aim in life’, to be a Communist intellectual, from his uncle and aunt.111 But the Labour Party was not much better as far as they were concerned. When the Norwood branch of the Labour Party sent a letter to him confirming his membership, its contents were noticed by Sidney and Gretl, and they were not pleased. Eric told them that he was going to a meeting of the local branch, but they forbade it.112 The venue was too far away and he would come back too late at night.113 A major crisis followed, amidst a series of violent family rows. Gretl had already expressed ‘the hope that I would grow out of my Communism’, though he had rejected this idea with some scorn.114 Now his aunt made it clear that he was to focus above all on his schoolwork and not be distracted by a political movement of which she strongly disapproved. Eric told himself that he had ‘to decide between family and Marx. But I have already decided. Family ties, even the most sentimental, are bourgeois conditions.’115 The gap between politics and his family was unbridgeable. ‘It’s funny that I want to wish uncle well as an individual but as a Communist I have to oppose all capitalist enterprises’, and his uncle of course was a businessman, a capitalist by profession.116


As the conflict deepened, he went to the local public library to consult the literature on the rights of guardians over their wards. He was under the age of majority (twenty-one at the time) and the information was not encouraging; he would have to wait until he reached the age where he could legally be independent.117 ‘Either I stay here and enjoy freedom to read and talk as I please or, if I become politically active, I leave home.’118 Could he support himself with a job in the civil service and live with friends until he found a flat, he wondered? After all, leaving home would be following the example of the young men who left their homes to go to war in 1914.119 On the other hand, he did not want to hurt his uncle and aunt. ‘Aunt Gretl has cried, because of me – she must not cry!’120 He was held back by ‘my respect for Aunt Gretl and Uncle Sidney. No, not that: my weakness of character. What is it? Love or cowardice? Both?’ Was Communism not worth the sacrifice? But he did not want to hurt his uncle and aunt. ‘Oh God, God’, he agonised.121


As the conflict reached its climax on the evening of the party meeting, ‘Uncle Sidney became furious. Started to strike out around himself.’ There was ‘pandemonium’.122 As the row continued, time passed, and it was soon too late to go to the meeting anyway. For the next week, the atmosphere in the house was tense. Sidney did not speak to Eric until he broke silence to congratulate him on his seventeenth birthday, on 8 June 1934. Eric was moved by the gesture, but blamed himself once more for his weakness and lack of commitment to the cause.123 ‘Oh damn, damn, damn! Why am I such an intellectual, such a petty-bourgeois?’ he lamented.124 ‘Cowardly, yes, cowardly!’125 He had behaved like a ‘cad’ towards the working class by failing to take part in political activity on their behalf.126 But he appreciated the faith his uncle and aunt put in his academic abilities. Sidney, he conceded, ‘believes in me’, and Gretl was ‘so motherly’.127 In the end he had made his decision: family came before politics after all.128


It would be easy to dismiss these agonisings as little more than the product of adolescent emotionality; but for Eric they were a major milestone along the road to becoming a committed intellectual rather than a dedicated party activist. Sidney and Gretl did not persuade him out of his commitment but at the same time the episode constituted another piece of pressure restricting his commitment to the realm of thought alone. Some time later, indeed, he congratulated himself on remaining a Communist, even if he was a ‘Bourgeois Bolshevik’, despite eighteen months of breathing in political ‘poison gas’ at home.129 And in any case, before long, Eric did indeed manage to go to a Labour Party meeting, at which an exiled Austrian socialist was speaking; he concealed this from his uncle and aunt by announcing that he was visiting his cousin Denis ‘after (non-existent) sport’ at school.130 He was not impressed with what he saw. ‘So this is the Labour Party,’ Eric wondered after attending his first meeting. ‘A collection of elderly ladies and old men.’ From the perspective of a boy still at school, they may have been old, but most likely they were no more than middle-aged. ‘Parliamentary forms and formulae’ were ‘adhered to with the utmost strictness, even if the topic of discussion was unimportant.’ He was scathing in his verdict. ‘Oh’, he exclaimed sarcastically, ‘vanguard of the proletariat. Master-builders of socialism.’ He was more impressed by the speaker, who urged an armed uprising against the clerico-fascist dictatorship that had taken control in Austria in four days of violent clashes with the socialists earlier in the year, and proclaimed the need for the socialists to rule with the bayonet once they had seized power.131


Towards the end of October 1934, Eric noted that the Comintern had abandoned its previous intransigence and officially backed the policy of collaboration with socialist parties in a Popular Front. The British Communists agreed not to put up parliamentary candidates where the Labour Party candidate was ‘sufficiently socialist’. Eric was undecided on the merits of this policy.132 He had applied to join the Norwood branch of the Communist Party.133 If he did become a member, there is no evidence that he ever did anything for it or even attended its meetings. But he took on a helping role in the Labour campaign during the local elections in Borough on 1 November 1934, aided perhaps by the fact that in the meantime he had learned to drive. ‘I’m driving a car for the Labour-party people. Another new experience: an election. Not as important as I thought . . . One takes cripples to the polling station, knocks on doors [of Labour supporters] and asks if they’ve already voted’, inviting them to do so if they had not.134 He did not feel he was very successful at this task. In Church Place he ran up against a particularly obdurate voter, or, rather, non-voter:




We knocked: Have you voted already? ‘No.’ Why not, then? ‘Don’t want to.’ But how come? ‘Too tired. If the vote was tomorrow, then yes.’ But there’s no voting tomorrow. Come on anyway! ‘Don’t want to.’ It only takes five minutes. The car is comfy. ‘Don’t want to.’ But, Good God, once more, you vote to your own advantage! (N. B. my companion was speaking: I was just sitting in the car). ‘Don’t want to.’ Sure? ‘Don’t want to.’ You can draw your own conclusions from this. Class-conscious workers have to be created out of this. Out of tired, dull, contrary mules. It’s going to last a long time.135





Not only the Labour Party but also the entire working class, insofar as he encountered it, seemed ill prepared for the revolution Eric’s understanding of Marxism predestined it to undertake. In the event, at least the outcome of the local elections was a triumph for the Labour Party, which won 457 seats in London, gaining control of eleven councils and holding on to four. In Southwark, to which Borough belonged, Labour gained fifty-two seats, all but one from the anti-socialist Ratepayers’ Association: only one non-Labour seat remained, and it was not the one in which Eric had campaigned.136


V


Visiting him on 5 May 1934, his cousin Denis told him, rather brutally, that he was as ‘ugly as sin, but a mind’.137 At seventeen, like most boys of his age, Eric was beginning to think about girls. ‘One day – if my ugly mug should permit – I’ll fall in love. Then I’ll be in one of my dilemmas again.’138 The same choice that faced him between loyalty to his family and loyalty to the cause would, in other words, confront him again if and when he got a girlfriend. But he was somehow ‘desperately trying to fall in love – without success, of course’.139 After coming to England, he had ‘almost forgotten that there are intelligent and energetic women, men even, modern women and men – to say nothing of socialists’. He was overwhelmed when one such ‘modern woman’ visited the family.140 But any young woman he saw on the street gave him a good feeling, whether sexual or just of a general nature.141 However, he had what he himself called an ‘inferiority complex’ about his looks. ‘I am ashamed of my appearance. That sounds stupid and it is too. Nevertheless it’s true.’ Even in Vienna he had looked in a shop window framed by mirrors and seen his profile for the first time: ‘Was I as unattractive as that?’142 Things would be different ‘if my appearance was different’. So he admitted ‘that I repress my sexual feelings’.143


It was all the more disturbing, then, when some months later, as he was walking across Hyde Park late one night, he was approached by some prostitutes looking for custom. The park was a notorious haunt of street-walkers in the 1930s, and arrests for solicitation were common.144 ‘You will forgive me’, he told his diary’s imaginary reader an hour and a half or so after the incident, ‘if, as an inexperienced and innocent youth of seventeen who hasn’t ever so much as touched a woman, I write about it’:145




If I were not so childish and naïve, I would not have taken it so seriously. But it was odd all the same: a dull excitement, a hesitation as I wavered between the desire to speak with her and go with her, and the consciousness that I didn’t have any money and – deep in the background – didn’t want Syph[ilis], a feeling between great fear and enormous triumph, that made me shiver. My eyes are shining, I know that. I just remember dimly that I am ugly. I want to speak, and I know that instead of the intended ‘aloof’ irony what will come out are very hesitant words, as though I were afraid,. . . and say in a voice that sounds beery in its artificial nonchalance, quavering, and hidden desire, that I’m afraid I don’t have any money and my pockets are empty . . . And hardly have I got away, than I realise that I should have taken hold of her right away before I told her I didn’t have any money, so that I could at least enjoy it a little bit, and I tremble at the thought that here there are women who – even if only for money – I could have (Comme c’est triste, la jeunesse, says Flaubert).146





He felt rather absurd after this encounter, noting how the incident brought out his inferiority complex and how, on reflection, he could regard it coldly and ironically as ‘an interesting phenomenon’ rather than arouse in him any sympathy for the women or any reflections on the nature of their trade: he was, in the end, simply too young and in this field at least too ignorant for that. But none the less, the experience had clearly disturbed him, releasing desires he was trying to repress.


So much so, indeed, that he went again along the shadowy paths of the park, ‘so as to taste the pleasure of hearing “Hello dearie” again – how banal the whores are, they can’t even arrange for love without the movie-romantic “lonesome tonight”?’147 The problem was, he concluded, that his intellectualism stopped him from releasing his instincts – although he noted at the same time that the whole episode had left him sexually excited. As he left the park, stepping into the light of the street-lamps, he felt a sense of relief as he moved among ordinary people once more. He got into a train at Victoria, made his way into a compartment and began to read Bossuet’s Oraison funèbre de très haut et très puissant prince Louis de Bourbon, a seventeenth-century sermon on the death of the Prince of Condé. ‘Wordsworth’s “emotion recollected in tranquillity” has a lot going for it’, he reflected when considering this incident later, adding: ‘Really I’m hugely naïve.’148


So he filled his head with Marxism. It would become a substitute for sexual love, something he had not yet experienced in any case.




One must live intensely. Life is too short, whether it lasts for twenty years or eighty, not to pack in as much as possible . . . I do my best to live intensely, and with success. So I am training myself to get as much as possible out of my limited personal experience – aesthetically and otherwise – and to enlarge my small experience through books . . . My life is too short to squander it on inessentials. I have my ‘essential’ – let’s call it Marxism. And I want to dedicate myself to it. I want to dive into it as into the sea, and drown in it. I want to love it, passionately . . . and yet spiritually. Like one loves a woman.149





He felt that he was turning his repulsive appearance into a virtue by becoming a Marxist intellectual. ‘My neglectfulness in external things is just the psychological reaction to my realization that I’m ugly.’ Yet at the same time he tried not to be ashamed of the way he looked. ‘I deliberately turn it around and try to be proud of my appearance.’ He made a conscious effort actually to look like an intellectual. By focusing on the life of the mind he was conquering his embarrassment, just as he had conquered his shame at being poor by becoming a Communist. He knew he was intelligent, though he also knew he was inexperienced in the world. Thus he posed as a cool, unemotional, cerebral person, an observer without emotion.150


Occasionally, of course, there were diversions from reading and schoolwork. In October 1934 his uncle Sidney, who had been in the movie business in Berlin, took him to the Isleworth Studios near Hounslow, a short way from London, to the west, where, in the coming years, technically accomplished films such as Things to Come (1936), The Third Man (1949) and The African Queen (1951) would be made. He noted the contradiction between the studio scenery – a full-scale mock-up of a Spanish inn – and the microphones, floodlights and cameras, with the incongruous sight of a copy of the Daily Express lying around on the studio floor. Filmmaking was, he thought, ‘a kind of parasitism’, fastening on reality and exploiting it, ‘without a firm basis’ in it. Still, it was ‘fascinating’. By contrast, the world of left-wing politics in Britain seemed dull and unimaginative. In the end, politics in Central Europe were more exciting than politics in the United Kingdom. Eric noted with interest the news of Hitler’s arrest and execution of the leading brownshirts in Germany, along with some of his former rivals, at the beginning of July 1934 in the so-called ‘Night of the Long Knives’. To begin with, at least, he accepted the Nazi propaganda line that the brownshirts had been preparing a putsch, although he found it hard to believe that two of Hitler’s victims, former Reich Chancellors Schleicher, who was shot, and Papen, who was packed off to become ambassador in Vienna, had been involved. He did not make the mistake of some Communists in thinking this heralded the end of the Nazi regime.151 Indeed, he was becoming clear-sightedly pessimistic about the political situation in Europe. The new Popular Front government in Spain, he thought, might equally lead to revolution or to civil war. ‘No second Austria!’ he hoped, referring to the clerico-fascist coup that had crushed the labour movement in a brief civil war the previous February.152


Living in terrible times, with violence and death breaking out all over Europe, one great war in the recent past and, most likely, another in the near future, revolutions and counter-revolutions everywhere, the only moral course, he thought, was to devote oneself to making a better future.153 He visited with his cousin Ron the home of a young Communist who worked in a left-wing bookshop, his wife, a secretary, and their baby. Their shabby apartment made him realise how modestly most people lived: ‘How plutocratic we are in comparison, I thought, and I was ashamed. I should really do twice as much as any proletarian for the cause.’154 He worked himself into a ‘Bolshevik fanaticism’ over the next few days. The cause, surely, was all. But in his heart of hearts he knew he would never follow it to the exclusion of everything else. The only hope for the future lay in Communism, so if one did not ‘devote oneself completely to the destruction of capitalism, one is therefore a traitor. Conclusion: I am a traitor.’155
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