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Introduction

Since Auberon Waugh died, no other writer has replaced him. No writer has matched his way with words, his talent for turning mundane news and everyday events into comic flights of fancy. Waugh didn’t merely comment on the world around him. He transformed it, from a dull and dreary place, inhabited by jumped-up bores and bullies, into a rival universe – bizarre, outrageous and far more vivid than our own. His absurdist barbs exposed the pomposity of our political masters, those self-important bossy-boots who love to tell us what to do. He seized on their trite preconceptions and twisted them to destruction. He loved to champion unfashionable points of view. He was fearless, but above all he was funny – wickedly funny. It’s this wicked sense of fun that’s celebrated in this book.

Auberon Waugh was born at the start of the Second World War, in a historic country house whose routines and rituals had scarcely altered since the reign of Queen Victoria. He died at the start of the new millennium, in the midst of Tony Blair’s ‘Cool Britannia’. Waugh chronicled this changing scene with withering contempt, tempered with wry detachment. The vanity of our rulers annoyed him, but it amused him even more.

Waugh broke bread and crossed swords with all sorts of fascinating people, and many of these feuds and friendships are recorded in his work. Yet despite his eventful life story, there’s been no biography. This book is the closest thing so far, and its focus is his writing. Squeezed into one volume, it confirms what his fans have always known – that Auberon Waugh wasn’t just the son of Evelyn Waugh, but a major literary figure in his own right.

The central thesis of this book is that Auberon Waugh was a philosopher – savage, eccentric, but a philosopher nonetheless. The reason he deserves this unlikely title is that his writing was underpinned by logic. His attitudes were informed by his libertarian convictions,1 which he followed with academic rigour, even when they led him to the most incongruous conclusions. He was a virtuoso of the vituperative arts, but he was not a controversialist. Even his most scandalous pronouncements contain a smidgeon of common sense. ‘If the sexual abuse of children by their parents is half as common as child abuse enthusiasts maintain, it is hard to see what all the fuss is about,’ he wrote in the Spectator. ‘One cannot sustain a high level of moral indignation against something which appears to be more or less standard practice.’2 No wonder he described his gift as the ability to make the comment, at any given time, that most people least wanted to hear. His genius was to transform these awkward truths into something funny and profound.

More than any writer of his era, Auberon Waugh had a genius for dividing his readers, into the delighted and the infuriated, and he retained the ability to start a squabble, even from beyond the grave. A few days after he died, Polly Toynbee wrote an article in the Guardian, describing him as the leader of a clan of writers that was ‘effete, drunken, snobbish, sneering, racist and sexist’.3 Waugh would have been thrilled. ‘I enjoy a scrap,’4 he used to say. This fresh outburst showed he’d achieved what all good writers dream of doing. His writing had outlived him. It had acquired a life of its own.

This was not first time that Waugh had aroused such ire. The Guardian had previously described him as ‘vicious, backbiting, snobbish, bullying, ignorant, puerile and slightly psychopathic’. The journalist Tony Shrimsley called him a ‘liar motivated by malice who does not deserve either to be employed as a journalist or to share the company of decent people’. In Rawalpindi, a group of Orthodox Muslims were so enraged by an article he had written about their style of trousers that they stormed the British Council library and burned it to the ground. Other journalists might have been cowed by such a violent protest. Waugh described this incident as ‘the proudest moment of my journalistic career’.5 Yet what was notable about Toynbee’s critique was its timing. Her article was illustrated with a cartoon of Waugh being flushed down the toilet, published when Waugh’s body was still not yet in the ground.

‘Never in a lifetime spent in this black trade have I read a nastier valedictory for a fellow scribe,’ retorted Keith Waterhouse in the Daily Mail. Yet Toynbee was not alone. ‘My immediate reaction on hearing of Waugh’s death was to punch the air and exclaim, “Good riddance!”’ wrote one Guardian reader, in a letter to the paper. ‘Polly Toynbee’s reply to all the sickly and sycophantic obituaries put into words exactly how I really felt about this vile man.’6


‘Blimey,’ retorted Francis Wheen a few days later, also in the Guardian, citing Waugh’s promotion of feminist writers like Angela Carter, and his lifelong friendships with left-wingers like Paul Foot. ‘You’d hardly guess that the subject of this hysterical denunciation was the editor of a small-circulation literary magazine, a minor novelist and a humorous journalist. If that’s how Guardian readers and pundits react to the death of such a figure, what on earth will they do when General Pinochet pegs out?’7


There was an equally spirited riposte in the New Statesman, for whom Waugh wrote a column in the 1970s. ‘Polly Toynbee is wrong,’ it began. ‘The writer she reviled as a “ghastly man” should be celebrated alongside George Lansbury and Fidel Castro.’ In this piece, the journalist Neil Clark recalled how Waugh had denounced NATO’s bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999, calling for the arrest of the prime minister, Tony Blair, and his foreign secretary, Robin Cook, for alleged war crimes. Heartened by this protest, Clark and his left-wing friends wrote to Waugh, to tell him they’d formed an Unofficial Auberon Waugh Appreciation Society. ‘Thank you for your letter,’ Waugh replied. ‘Would it give you comfort if I suggest you call yourself the Official Auberon Waugh Appreciation Society? I know of no rivals.’ Clark’s article was entitled ‘Auberon Waugh, hero of the left’.8


Actually, Waugh was neither left nor right, an elusive truth that escaped his admirers as much as his adversaries. More of a romantic than a reactionary, he was only conservative in so far as he preferred country houses to council estates and old masters to modern art. He was a man of enthusiasms as well as irritants, of passions as well as hatreds. He adored John Betjeman, P. G. Wodehouse, fine wine and la belle France. His idea of happiness was ‘a game of croquet played on an English lawn, through a summer’s afternoon, after a good luncheon, and with a reasonable prospect of a good dinner ahead’.9 Yet despite his olde worlde pleasures, Waugh was an anti-establishment figure. He was suspicious of innovation. He had a distaste for legislation. He despised the political status quo, regardless of its ideological hue. ‘I am convinced that intelligent, educated and literate Englishmen are neither left wing nor right wing, but are bored by politics and regard all politicians with scorn,’10 he said, and his own scorn was sublime.

Unlike a lot of journalists, Waugh didn’t subscribe to a job lot of preconceptions. His prejudices were instinctive, but they were bespoke, not off the peg. He railed against the ‘workers’ and all those who claimed to represent them. Once Mrs Thatcher had tamed them, he turned his fire on her free marketeers, be they upper or lower class. ‘There is no point or purpose in any form of political idealism,’ he declared. ‘Not only does socialism do nothing to improve the lot of the poor, making it in fact considerably worse, but capitalism also, by scattering plenty o’er a smiling land, creates as much vileness and havoc as socialism creates poverty and oppression.’11


Waugh’s writing was marked by a lifelong contempt for cant. When the left was in the ascendant, he attacked the rhetoric of the left. When the right was on the rise, he mocked the mantras of the right. ‘At one time socialism might have been a good idea,’ he wrote, at the start of Thatcher’s reign. ‘Its inspiration, in those days, was generous and humane. Nowadays, it can appeal only to those whose social maladjustment might otherwise push them into the criminal classes, or whose intellectual inadequacies make them hungry for a dogmatic system in which they can hide their inability to think for themselves.’12 He despised the torpor of the welfare state, but once Thatcher had the whip hand, he lampooned the philistinism of the new right. ‘If ever the Sun’s readers lift their snouts from their newspaper’s hideous, half-naked women to glimpse the sublime through music, opera, the pictorial and plastic arts or literature, then they will never look at the Sun again,’ he wrote. ‘It is the Sun’s function to keep its readers ignorant and smug in their own unpleased, hypocritical, proletarian culture.’13 Yet even if he was sincere, he never lost his sense of humour. Clare Short protested about topless models in national newspapers. Waugh proposed a Nipple Tax.

Waugh was an élitist, not a populist. He saw no attraction in mob rule.14 ‘You are either a convinced liberal or a convinced democrat,’ he argued, citing the popularity of the death penalty. ‘You can’t be both.’15 A born trouble-maker cunningly disguised as an irascible old buffer, he was an iconoclast, a rebel in a tweed suit. He was tireless in his defence of free speech, championing Salman Rushdie, even though his writing bored him. He publicised the plight of prisoners of conscience (especially motorcyclists who refused to wear crash helmets)16 but he was happy to fight for less heroic freedoms too. He defended smokers, drink drivers and adulterers.17 He hated all forms of mass control, from television to fast food. ‘Nothing is more repugnant to true Britons than the idea of freedom,’ he wrote, of our dependence on state hand-outs. ‘The idea of liberty will always cause anxiety, dismay and resentment.’18 He could see that most Britons were quite happy to be mollycoddled by the state.

Waugh welcomed Mrs Thatcher’s crusade against the tyranny of the trade unions, but he soon realised she had no sense of humour and lost interest in her thereafter. Rightly, he regarded humourlessness as a fundamental flaw.19 He was never a Thatcherite, or any sort of ‘ite’ for that matter. A devout opponent of capital punishment,20 he was opposed to most forms of punishment, per se. Above all, he was guided by Goethe’s humane dictum: ‘Distrust all those in whom the urge to punish is strong.’

What made Waugh such fun to read was that he always kept you guessing. A constant critic of the police, the prison service and the judiciary, unlike most modern Tories he was a firm fan of the European Union,21 which he believed to be our best defence against the incoming tide of Americana, and against British politicians, whom he regarded as more stupid than any of their Continental counterparts. His ideal form of government, he said, was a junta of Belgian ticket inspectors — a remark guaranteed to enrage the majority of his right-wing readers. Waugh didn’t care. He regarded EU bureaucracy as more benign than the cultural and economic imperialism of the USA, a better safeguard of the English way of life that he adored. He was a bon viveur, a hedonist – at times almost an anarchist. The most incisive columnist of the last half-century, he deserves to stand alongside Samuel Johnson in the pantheon of English letters. Yet part of the fun was trying to work out when he was joking. ‘British prostitutes have the reputation for being not only the ugliest and greediest but also the laziest in the world,’ he protested. ‘Few even pretend to enjoy the job, they make no secret of despising their customers and being in it only for the money. Many will tend to sympathise with them, but that is just part of the English disease.’22 Much of his best work was mere mischief-making. When Cyril Connolly revealed that he had never masturbated until the age of eighteen, Waugh lobbied the McWhirter brothers to include it in their Guinness Book of Records. ‘Mr Norris McWhirter doubts whether it is a record,’ he wrote. ‘Even so, I would have thought it merited a comparative footnote.’23


From his salad days on the Catholic Herald to his swansong on the Literary Review, Waugh wrote about virtually every aspect of his life, treating his readers like friends and confidants.24 By the time he died, he’d become a familiar presence in millions of other people’s lives. Probably the most prolific journalist of his generation (and undoubtedly the most amusing) he was most famous for his columns in the Daily (and Sunday) Telegraph and the Spectator, but this was just a small part of his huge output. He also wrote columns for such unlikely organs as the Sun, the News of the World (later the targets of his ire), British Medicine, Business Traveller and even (on one occasion) the bible of hippie counter-culture, Oz.25 Waugh loathed most modern innovations, but he was no old fogey. From Peter Cook to Tina Brown, he had a keen eye for up and coming talent.26 He promoted younger writers like Martin Amis in his influential book reviews, published in newspapers as diverse as the Independent and the Daily Mail.

Waugh’s opinions were unorthodox, but his judgement was invariably spot on. He denounced the ‘Hitler Diaries’ as forgeries before the Sunday Times had even published their first instalment. ‘I stake my journalistic reputation as a leading British cynic on my conclusion that they are fake,’ he wrote. ‘The whole story stinks from beginning to end.’27 Subsequent events soon bore him out. He was an astute judge of popular culture, even though he claimed to detest it. In 1978, he called for a new ‘down-to-earth’ comic to challenge the ‘old-fashioned attitudes’ of the Beano. ‘A downmarket Beano for the new generation of non-élitist, comprehensively educated adults would eschew all advice on how to clean their teeth and wash behind the ears,’ he predicted. ‘Instead it would have brightly coloured “adult” comic strips specialising in lavatory jokes and mild forms of sexual innuendo. Its naked ladies would be fat, middle-aged and copiously endowed with pubic hair.’28 When such a comic duly appeared, in 1979, he was quick to spot its potential. ‘If the future generations look back on the literature of the age, they’ll more usefully look back to Viz than they would, for instance, the novels of Peter Ackroyd or Julian Barnes,’ he said, ‘because Viz has got a genuine vitality of its own which comes from the society which it represents.’29 The same could be said of Waugh. Although he regarded his writing as ephemeral, destined for ‘the great wastepaper basket of history’30, his passing observations are far more revealing than the official histories of his time.

Yet Waugh wasn’t just an observer. His own life was full of incident. He grew up in the household of the finest English novelist of the last century. He wrote five highly regarded novels of his own. He reported on the murderous civil war in Nigeria. He stood for Parliament. He was embroiled in some of the most ridiculous libel actions of the last fifty years. However, none of this would have happened without the army surgeon who snatched him from the jaws of death, after a mishap that provides this book’s title.

Before he became a writer, Waugh served in the British Army in Cyprus, and very nearly killed himself when, while trying to dislodge a jammed machine gun, he inadvertently fired half a dozen bullets into his chest. Yet even on the brink of death, Waugh never lost his sense of humour. In the immediate aftermath of this accident he was approached by a member of his platoon, a tough corporal called Chudleigh. Waugh was gravely injured but he still had the wit to say, ‘Kiss me, Chudleigh.’ If he’d died there and then, these would have been wonderful last words, yet we would have lost a unique writer, and Auberon Waugh would be a mere footnote in his father’s story. Since he survived, it seems fitting to preserve this heroic quip as the title of this book.

‘Chudleigh did not spot the historical reference, and treated me with some caution thereafter,’ wrote Waugh, in his autobiography. ‘At least I think I said “Kiss me, Chudleigh.” This story is denied by Chudleigh. I have told this story so often now that I honestly can’t remember if it started as a lie.’31 That Waugh wasn’t sure whether this tale was true or false makes it a particularly suitable title. Waugh loved to blur the boundaries between the real and the surreal. This strange mélange of fact and fiction was his finest achievement, an art form of his own.

Thanks to the surgeon’s skill, Waugh lived for another forty-three years, and when he eventually died, of heart disease, at home in Somerset, his death was headline news around the world. Yet in the front-page tributes that spanned several continents he was mainly mourned as a journalist. This was both right and wrong. Journalism was Waugh’s main medium and he was happy to call himself a journalist, an unpretentious job description for an unpretentious man. But just because his work appeared in newspapers doesn’t mean it was only fit for wrapping fish and chips. Some of the world’s greatest writers earned their living as penny-a-line hacks — like Dickens, whose novels were first published in weekly periodicals, a chapter at a time. Though he was scarcely older than the Beatles, Waugh was a curiously Dickensian figure – ageless, timeless, archetypal – not so much a product of the twentieth century, more like a character from The Pickwick Papers.

In fact, Waugh’s writing, like Dickens’s reporting, was only journalistic in a superficial sense. His satiric riffs and rants were usually prompted by public events, but these events were just a starting point. A column might begin with a prosaic news report but it often ended in a world of make-believe. In his Private Eye Diary Waugh created a new literary genre, in which reality and fantasy merge. In this regard, as A. N. Wilson said, he was an even more important writer than his father. Evelyn was a brilliant novelist, but Auberon did something new. ‘Rather than aping his father by writing conventional novels, he made a comic novel out of contemporary existence,’32 wrote Wilson, likening him to that great Augustan satirist, Jonathan Swift.

Wilson was right. Like Swift, Waugh revelled in testing received opinions to destruction, so as to reveal their intrinsic cruelty and absurdity. One thinks of Waugh’s assertion that watching television gives you cancer, his suggestion that the offspring of divorcees should be put to death33 or his proposition that Britain should declare war on Sweden. Swift’s Modest Proposal, in which he advocated eating children to solve the Irish famine, found an echo in Waugh’s campaign for a National Smack A Child Week.

Of course Swift meant to infuriate his more dimwitted readers — and he succeeded – but sharper minds could see that the target of his satire was English free-market economics, not Ireland’s starving poor. For Swift, read Waugh. Like Swift, Waugh delighted in taking the dictates of those who govern us to their illogical conclusions. Like Swift, his comedy depends in part on the pious reactions of those indignant do-gooders, those po-faced people who simply don’t get the joke. Like Swift, his satire is eternal, despite its specific points of reference. ‘Timeless journalism is bad journalism,’34 declared Waugh. This book will prove him wrong.

Auberon Waugh lived and worked through a golden age of journalism. Like all great writers, he gravitated towards the most vibrant medium of his age. His career marks newsprint’s last hurrah before the Internet explosion, which has fragmented newspaper readerships and driven down circulation figures. Cyberspace is universal and anonymous. The new media will produce its own new stars but they will be less literary and less distinctive. Ten years on, Waugh’s death looks like the end of an era. A voice like his will not be heard in our brave new virtual world.

‘There is an intelligent, sceptical England surviving under all the rubbish we see on television,’35 wrote Waugh in his final ‘Way of the World’ column, a few weeks before he died. Sadly, part of that intelligent and sceptical England died with him. Yet happily, millions of his words remain — and here are some of them, the best of Waugh in all his shrewd and caustic glory. Kiss Me, Chudleigh is a comic novel and Auberon Waugh is its unlikely hero, a cynical yet life-enhancing Everyman, who raged with coruscating wit and candour against the idiotic fads and fashions of our age.


Chapter One

Unwillingly to School

Education is much overrated as a general benefit. Few are made much happier by it, and many are made miserable by being confronted with their own ignorance and incuriosity.1


Auberon Waugh was born on 17 November 1939, the second of seven children, at Pixton Park in Somerset, the model for Boot Magna Hall in Scoop, Evelyn Waugh’s peerless satire of journalistic life. This grand Georgian house belonged to Auberon’s mother’s family, the Herberts, direct descendants of the Earls of Carnarvon (of Tutankhamun fame). Auberon’s maternal grandfather was even offered the crown of Albania – twice, in 1924 and 1930 (he declined, which seems a shame).

The Waughs, on the other hand, came from far humbler stock: Evelyn’s father, Arthur Waugh, a publisher, lived in a modern house in Hampstead; Evelyn’s literary success brought him more fame than wealth. By ordinary standards the Waughs were pretty well-off, but compared to the Herberts they were strictly middle class. This difference may account for the social tensions in Evelyn Waugh’s writing, but unlike his father, Auberon was not class conscious. Evelyn married into the aristocracy, and did his best to become a part of it. Auberon was born into the aristocracy, but lived a life free from class distinction. Like his father he earned his own money, but unlike his father he felt no reverence for the upper classes. Like a lot of the best writers, he lived on the cusp between two castes, an insider and an outsider, able to see the absurdities of both.

Waugh’s background was privileged, but privilege did not constrict his writing – it liberated it. ‘Those of us who have the good fortune to live in ivory towers need attach no particular importance to whatever the public may think,’ he wrote, in later life. ‘I have never been able to understand why views like my own should be treated with suspicion just because they come from an ivory tower – they are likely to be more extensive, for instance, than views to be gained from the bottom of a coal mine.’2 Waugh never tried to please his readers. He simply told them what he thought and felt.

Waugh lived at Pixton for six years. During the Blitz, he had to share the house with forty toddlers who’d been evacuated from London. ‘Pixton has an enormous well at its centre, reaching up to the top floor, and the evacuees used to lean over this well and spit on those who walked below. I got my revenge on these disgusting people by untruthfully telling their superintendent that I had seen one of them eating rat poison. They were all taken away and stomach-pumped, my first victory of the class war.’3


This early exposure to the proletariat may in fact account for Waugh’s disparagement of the ‘workers’ in later life (what he called his jealous hatred of those less fortunate than himself) but, all other things considered, it was a pretty good place to spend the Second World War:


I was five years old when the war ended, and have only one war memory, which is of the bombing of Exeter. As a great treat, we children were allowed on the roof to watch flashes on the horizon from forty miles away. I never heard a buzz-bomb in Somerset, never saw a dogfight in a cloudless blue summer sky, although I dare say that as I get older I shall begin to remember these things, just as my father, in his later years, came more and more round to the view that he had fought in the Great War. I have always envied those who lived through the war. It may have seemed disagreeable at the time, but I have the impression that they lived more vividly than my generation has ever lived.4




In 1945, with the war won, Evelyn returned from active service (and writing Brideshead Revisited) and took Auberon, his elder sister Teresa and their mother Laura to live at Piers Court, a Georgian house in Gloucestershire (modest after Pixton, but still grand by any other yardstick). Auberon didn’t have much time to enjoy it. A few weeks after his arrival, he was packed off to boarding school. He was six years old.

Waugh arrived at All Hallows preparatory school in Somerset in January 1946, the youngest (and smallest) boy in the school. From the start of his school career, he displayed an admirable contempt for authority. During his time at All Hallows, he stole the deputy headmaster’s ration of Ribena, and shot a fellow pupil in the leg with an air pistol (this injury was not intentional, he protested, before the inevitable beating – he’d merely been attempting to whip up the gravel around the boy’s feet). Waugh’s subversive flair seems to have been something he was born with, an innate predilection, as natural as sporting prowess or perfect pitch. Yet it was undoubtedly exacerbated by the pedantry of his schoolmasters. Boarding school was the making of him, though maybe not in quite the way that his parents had hoped for:


From earliest youth I noticed how other people often had a passion for making lists, and in those days I ascribed it to a strain of the illness which afflicts a certain sort of teacher, the passion for organising other people’s lives and knowing best. Later, one sees it taken to its logical conclusion in politics and sociology, two vast industries dedicated to bossing everyone else around and putting them in categories.

At my prep school there was even a list on which every boy had to disclose every day whether or not he had been to the lavatory. One had to report to the Master on Duty and say either ‘I’ve been, Sir,’ or ‘I’ve tried and I couldn’t go.’ Constipated prigs found themselves horribly dosed with a brown mixture every third day. The rest of us learned the simple lesson – invaluable in a bureaucratic society – that there is no moral or practical obligation to tell the truth when filling in forms.5




Waugh’s appetite for japes and pranks was reflected in his writing, and several examples of his subversive juvenilia have survived. As well as an ear for parody (Horatio Hornblower and Sherlock Holmes were two of his early targets), these prepubescent essays also demonstrate a strong sense of the absurd. Was this comic verve inherited from his father, and honed by his incarceration? Maybe, but there was surely more to it than that. Countless children are sent away to boarding school without developing any way with words, and writing talent isn’t usually inherited (literary dynasties like the Waughs are actually relatively rare). No, Auberon was a one-off like (yet utterly unlike) his father, as this precocious piece, written before he reached his teens, so clearly shows.

LOST

(All Hallows Chronicle)

Captain Slingsby, late of the Royal Horse Guards, had been thinking for the last fortnight that he should go out and visit his vast estate. He had only done so twice before and then as now he took with him his old shotgun, not because he was likely to shoot but because he thought it made the tenants respect him.

So he set out with his gun under his arm, when he saw a particularly large hare running along his path. He brought up his gun and fired it for the first time in fifty years. It would have gone off if his gun had been loaded, but it was not. The Captain, therefore, was either going to miss a most enjoyable luncheon or was going to have a very long run. So, all his schoolboy spirit that he had saved for sixty years getting the better of him, he threw caution to the winds and sprinted as fast as his fat self would allow him. After an hour of painful jogging, he realised that he had lost sight of the hare and had also lost any bearing that he might have had before. He had lost, too, his top hat, his gun, the greater part of his jacket and his dignity. He now sat down to contemplate. Having once given way to his boyish spirit he found it very hard to return to that of a stiff old gentleman. In the distance he heard a man coming towards him. So hiding behind a tree he picked up an acorn and shied it at the surprised gamekeeper who, acting on an impulse, seized the infuriated Captain round the waist and telephoned the nearest lunatic asylum.

This is a warning to all elderly gentlemen never to return to their youth, even for a few minutes.

At the end of his first term away at school, Waugh returned home for the holidays and, keen to interest his father, spun an entirely spurious tale about a ten-shilling note and a boy called Lavery. The memory remained so clear that Waugh could comfortably recount it in vivid detail over thirty years later.

THE TEN SHILLING NOTE

(Spectator, 16 September 1978)

‘Were you aware, Papa,’ I said, ‘that every Ten Shilling Note carries a wire filament?’

‘Yes. What of it?’

I racked my brains. ‘Without this filament, it is of no value,’ I ventured.

‘Are you sure?’ said he.

Inspiration flowered. ‘Yes, indeed,’ said I. ‘At the end of term I had exactly such a ten shilling note which I showed to another boy, who told me it had no filament and was therefore worthless.’

‘Where is this ten shilling note?’

‘Oh, he kept it.’

‘My boy, you have been the victim of an unscrupulous trick. Tell me this other boy’s name.’

‘Lavery,’ I said at random.

Thirty-two years later, I still blush to think what followed: angry letters to Lavery’s parents from my father, indignant denials from his father, an anguished letter from Lavery to me saying he remembered my showing him the ten shilling note but assuring me he gave it back.

This was taken as proof of guilt. The day came when my father was to write to the headmaster denouncing Lavery. ‘Are you absolutely sure?’ he said. I thought hard. Lavery was an older, slightly bigger boy than I was.

‘Well, no,’ I said. ‘Now I come to think of it, I think it may have been a lie.’ I often wondered whether the Lavery family has preserved my father’s letter of apology.

Despite his prep-school misdemeanours, Waugh won a scholarship to Downside, one of Britain’s leading Catholic public schools. Here he cultivated his talent for insubordination. ‘I should hate you to be low-spirited and submissive, but don’t become an anarchist,’6 warned his father. This warning fell on deaf ears. Waugh arrived in 1952, aged twelve, and soon broke the record for the most number of beatings in a single term – seventeen. Like his prep-school masters’ penchant for lists, this was a formative experience. It didn’t make him a sadist or a masochist. On the contrary, it gave him a lifelong aversion to flagellation, and all those who advocate it. ‘On no occasion did I experience the slightest pleasure in those beatings, and at no time, since leaving school, have I felt the slightest desire to be beaten again, or to beat anyone else,’ he reflected. ‘Although I occasionally contemplate physical violence against my fellow citizens – usually bad novelists or illiterate journalists – I do not support the reintroduction of corporal punishment for any crime whatsoever, and regard any form of judicial chastisement with abhorrence.’7 Brutality brutalises most men, but it liberalised Waugh.

Yet for proponents of corporal punishment, there is no doubt that Waugh’s beatings were well earned. He held a satanic black mass in the chemistry lab and started a smoking club in a cottage rented from a local poacher. When prefects broke down the door and caught him red-handed, Waugh telephoned the police to report the head boy and the headmaster for breaking and entering. He also raised a petition against the head. ‘I am sorry to say he did not like me much, nor I him,’ recollected Waugh. ‘He beat me savagely throughout three years, sometimes twice a week, and although none of my elaborate schemes to kill him ever came to anything, I took my revenge in various subtle ways.’8 His most subtle form of retribution was writing most of the Rook, a libellous and obscene parody of Downside’s official magazine, the Raven. ‘I could instantly recognise the pieces you wrote,’ the headmaster told him. ‘They were so much better written.’

During the school holidays, Waugh’s relations with his father were rather distant. Auberon spent much of his time at Pixton. Evelyn spent much of his time in London, or abroad. When they were both at Piers Court, Evelyn ate most of his meals alone, in the library, appearing before his children for ‘ten awe-inspiring minutes’ (as he used to say) each day. Yet while Auberon was away at Downside he kept up a regular correspondence with his father, and one of his liveliest dispatches concerned a fire that swept through the school in November 1955. ‘Please excuse the extreme squalor of this letter,’ he begins. ‘It is being written in prep and must somehow look like a history essay.’ It was an adolescent foretaste of the fantastical diarist to come.

THE GREAT DOWNSIDE FIRE

The Great Fire was immense fun; the circular you got from the headmaster kept just within the bounds of Truth, although it does not give a glimmering of what actually happened. Beside the Gym, which, as it says, is completely destroyed, three dormitories (not two) are left without a stone upon a stone, and one is badly damaged. The Linen room, containing the whole school’s sheets etc has been completely destroyed. One classroom has been pulled down because it was unsafe.

The school divided, more or less, into three distinct sections. Those who were confined to their dormitories, not being able to escape at an early stage, then those who gallantly tried to put the fire out, and then the reactionary group who tried to let it burn. More hoses were squirted at the boys than at the fire. The headmaster was equally delighted with both groups – he was torn between conflicting emotion at the thought of the insurance (a claim for £40,000), the love of a bonfire, and his duty to the insurers. The other monks did not attempt to conceal their delight. Father Hubert van Zeller danced in front of the fire singing the Te Deum rather off key. Another monk rushed into Father Wulstan Phillipson’s room (some 30 yards from the fire) and started throwing the wireless out of the window, breaking pictures, jumping on gramophone records etc.

I managed to get out of the dormitory while a riot was taking place at the other end; down in the hall I joined a group of other boys who had escaped and were busy throwing their Corps uniforms into the blaze. I managed to grab a hose from a semi-stupefied fireman and was the first (of many) to squirt the headmaster. The flames were now raging some 30 feet above the top of the gym. Among the junior boys there was a general tendency to be heroic, but since there was no one to be rescued and they had no one to practise their Boy Scout training on, they had to content themselves with running everywhere very usefully, and running the gauntlet of our hoses, which knocked them down like ninepins.

I joined the headmaster who was standing with the Abbot instructing the firemen as to which parts of the building they should let burn, and which parts they could squirt so long as they stopped if the fire showed any signs of abating. At 3 a.m. the fire reached its climax. While it roared and hissed some fifty feet above the roof, while iron girders became white hot and crashed in twisted shapes on to the floor, while over 2000 gallons of water were being pumped every minute at enormous pressure from some forty hoses, while all this was happening, boys were still running up and down to the dormitory with tooth mugs full of water.

With that horrible bureaucratic outlook which always prevails in schools, work has been resumed as usual. Boys are sleeping on mattresses in the classrooms, Old House, even Old Chapel, but still things go on. Gym is being held out of doors. The whole of the prefabricated area of the school – about two acres, is now a pile of rubble with twisted bed frames here and there. The fire was definitely a good thing.

No news. All stories in the papers about forty boys being rescued by monks are quite untrue – they were made up by myself for the reporters’ benefit. I was televised by the BBC and ITA hunting, distraught, for lost belongings. Actually we were looting the remains of the signals room. I found one charred toothbrush.

Looking back in later life, Waugh remained unsentimental about his time at boarding school. ‘It would be absurd to pretend that all prefects at my school were hypocrites, sodomites or criminal psychopaths,’ he wrote, ‘but enough of them seemed to have tendencies in one or more of those directions to put me on my guard against anyone who retained the uniform and the mannerisms of a public-school prefect in later life.’9 Unlike a lot of public-school boys, he never believed these privations benefited him in any way. Unlike his father or his grandfather, he never sent any of his children away to school. Reading this account of his schooldays, it’s easy to see why.

A WET RAG TO A BULLY

(Tatler, September 1980)

‘Sir, I wish to report someone to you for bullying.’

‘Who?’ said the Master-on-Duty.

‘Pratt-Bingham.’

‘Pratt-Bingham? But he’s tiny. Who has he been bullying?’

‘Me, sir.’

The Master-on-Duty gave me a level stare.

‘He’s half your size.’

This was unfortunately true, but he was disconcertingly free with his fists. I was taking a fine moral stand in reporting Pratt-Bingham and thus breaking the schoolboy code of omerta. It had been debated at great length and the whole of the Classical Sixth was on my side, or said it was. Nearly all the worst bullies at my prep school were rather small. They usually had double-barrel names, too, although sometimes they had foreign ones. But the Master-on-Duty’s objection unnerved me.

‘No he’s not,’ I said, ‘and anyway he has been bullying other people, too.’

The entire Classical Sixth denied that Pratt-Bingham had been bullying it, or that it had seen him bullying anyone else, although the biggest boy of all said he might have been bullied a little bit, but not so much that he really noticed or minded.

‘I think, Waugh, you had better sort out your own problems with Pratt-Bingham,’ said the Master-on-Duty.

Accordingly, I became a member of the Pratt-Bingham gang and terrorised the rest. In due course I was promoted to be ‘Biggy’s’ chief lieutenant, and was taken out to a cream tea by Brigadier Pratt-Bingham (or possibly he was a Wing Commander) and his tiny, mouse-like wife.

Violence lies about us in our infancy, but in my childhood it was always the violence of the gang or the mob which was to be feared. Individual threats of violence could generally be appeased or outmanoeuvred. Goodness knows what has happened to Pratt-Bingham now. Whatever people may say about it, the modern world is not designed for him, nor for any of the other gang leaders who terrorised my childhood. Perhaps the shades of the prison house have closed upon them all. More likely these Princes and Emperors of old occupy some humble position in middle management, manufacturing plastic tea-trays or travelling in cellophane. Their best times came first, unless there is to be a great Fascist Reorganisation, or World War, or After-the-Bomb period when they will have another opportunity to deploy their particular talents.

Most of the violence, as I say, was gang violence, but all the worst and most terrifying forms of bullying were sanctioned by the whole society of schoolboys. Sligger Two regularly wet his bed and smelled like a badger. For that reason, it was most unpleasant to sit next to him, or even to be in the same classroom. On one occasion, Pratt-Bingham accused Sligger Two of pushing him in the queue for milk and buns during mid-morning break. Sligger Two denied this, but there was a general feeling that his proximity was quite offensive enough. Pratt-Bingham decided to put the matter to trial by combat. Within seconds, the whole school formed itself into a cheering ring. Nobody cheered Stinker Sligger. ‘Bash him up, Pratt. Go on, slosh him one. Phew, what a pong. You could smell him in Moscow.’

Poor Sligger Two. He and Pratt-Bingham were dragged away to the Headmaster and made to shake hands before being beaten. They had to take their trousers down before being assaulted by a tattered carpet slipper called the Furry Object. Pratt-Bingham was the school hero for a week.

Others remembered appalling acts of cruelty inflicted by one boy on another, but all the greatest cruelties in my experience were inflicted by a mass of boys on one unfortunate individual who had aroused their disapproval. Gangs operated either openly, as a group of boys who strung themselves in a line across the corridor, hands in pockets and with a hideous scowl on their faces, refusing to make way for anyone else – or as secret societies. These usually had bloodcurdling initiation ceremonies and appalling penalties for anyone who broke the rules of the society, so that their effect was usually to terrorise their own members, rather than the world at large. The fact that boys voluntarily submitted to such tortures suggests an element of masochism in the public school make-up. Quite possibly former members of the Lotus Eaters, the Red Snake Gang and the Inner Circle are now to be found walking gingerly out of Soho of an afternoon, pinstripe trousers hiding the bright red weals on their bottoms.

But of all initiation ceremonies I ever attended at prep or public school, the worst was imposed by the school authorities. The practice has long since been discontinued, I hear, but in my day at Downside, recruits to one particular house had to appear before the whole House, including the Housemaster and Prefects, sing a song of his choice under the shower and then run a sort of gauntlet around the swimming bath while the older boys threw buckets of cold water over him. It may seem inconceivable that such institutionalised brutality could exist as recently as 1953, but in those days it was all thought good, clean fun. If, in the judgement of a number of boys, you had not sung adequately, you were made to swallow a mug of soapy water. Mysteriously, it was generally the prettier small boys who attracted this punishment. No doubt all that has changed now, too.

The essence of the gang, as opposed to the secret society, was that it generally consisted of a group of lesser mortals fawning on some lout. The lout himself seldom had any need to use his gigantic strength. A reputation for toughness and recklessness was all he needed to be treated as a God. The worst reputation to get was of someone who could be baited, and all the greatest cruelties were inflicted on these people – not by a handful of sadists, but by the whole society of their fellows. There were form-baits, house-baits and, on at least one occasion, a school-bait, when all 450 boys joined in tormenting an individual who had displeased them.

The unfailing victim of form-baits, in my day, was a boy called Goyle. He had a temper such as I have never come across before or since. To get him in a bait we would lock the door of the Classics Library where we did our prep and throw books at him from a safe distance, shouting ‘Baity, baity’, ‘Goyle-bait’ and other provocative remarks. Another way of baiting him was simply to remove his spectacles, but this was thought to lack subtlety as it involved physical contact. Goyle-baits were always conducted in a spirit of great good-humour, not to say glee, among everybody except the unfortunate victim. The art of a Goyle-bait was to let it peak about five minutes before the beginning of a class, when he would be screaming and throwing himself at his tormentors. Then the class would begin, with Goyle simmering quietly. In order to arouse him again one simply had to point a finger at him in such a way that the Master in charge of the form could see nothing. All he would know about it was when he heard a piercing scream and saw Goyle throwing books and bottles of ink at his tormentor . . .

Sometimes the bait could be conducted under the Master’s nose, in the summer term when a wasp came into the classroom. Then work would stop while we pretended to deal with the wasp, which meant that we all threw our books at Goyle.

I hope he has forgiven us now, but I rather fear he won’t have. Perhaps, one day, I will find myself drowning and see the spectacled face of Goyle grinning at me over the side of a lifeboat . . .

House-baits were usually directed against a boy called Garlick who flew into a violent rage if ever it was suggested he was slightly duskier than anyone else. The whole House would beat time with text books on the table in the day-room, singing this unpleasant ditty to the tune of Jingle Bells:

‘Nig-nig-nig, nig-nig-nig, nigger colony.

Oh what hell it is to smell the nigger colony.’

Oh dear. The only occasion of school-baits came at the end of term, when departing school prefects had to make a valedictory speech to the whole school. An unpopular school prefect was given a very unpleasant time indeed . . .

But I never roasted a fag or inflicted any physical pain, honestly. That was all done by the school authorities, with beatings and punishment parades in the school gymnasium. It should never be said that these things did us no harm. I am convinced that we were all irreparably damaged, and that is why Britain is such a screwed up, hopeless country today. There may be less bullying in public schools now – the pupils all look incredibly wet and pious when I visit – but the grand old tradition has obviously been taken up in our new Comprehensive schools, where teachers join with working-class louts on wreaking vengeance against any pupil who is cleverer than the others, or talks with a middle-class accent. Never mind. Our time will come again.

Waugh’s experiences left him with an enduring disdain for formal education. Yet there was one aspect of schooling about which he felt passionate, and that was the efforts of Labour politicians to do away with grammar schools, and replace them with comprehensives. ‘Comprehensive schooling has removed any prospect the working-class child might ever have had of improving himself, escaping from the miserable proletarian rut which the “workers” create for themselves wherever they have the upper hand,’10 he protested. ‘Personal experience was enough to convince me that a stupid boy is held up by being put in a clever class every bit as much as a clever one is held up being put in a stupid class.’11 Waugh’s distaste for Labour’s education policies never wavered. Years later he looked back on Shirley Williams’s comprehensive strategy and saw its baleful results not just in the classroom, but throughout society at large.12


SHIRLEY WILLIAMS’S ACHIEVEMENT

(Spectator, 7 May 1983)

Many middle-aged men nowadays must dream of revenging themselves on the young. It is not just that the young are so ignorant and rude. Their worst crime is to be so conceited. For two decades it has been fashionable to talk about the generation gap as if it sprang from some failure on their part. Weighed down by bourgeois and materialistic considerations, if not by simple snobbery, the middle-aged were unable to make the great imaginative leap necessary to communicate with the young.

Young people were by definition idealistic, uninterested in materialistic things, untouched by colour or clan prejudice. Their attitude to sex was healthy and natural, uncoloured by hypocrisy or religious guilt. They were interested in employment which gave them an opportunity to help other people – the old, or kiddies, or deprived folk generally – but they were definitely not interested in joining the wage slave rat race, buying themselves a semi or equipping it with labour-saving devices. Wages were less important than fulfilment. If they drank at all, it was only in moderation. They preferred the subtler, more peaceful satisfaction of cannabis. Young people ruled the earth, and anybody over thirty must cringe before them.

As for the kids, they were if anything even better. They were never happier than when redecorating the home of some senior citizen, voluntarily, in their spare time. Of course they were too intelligent to be impressed by older people and, being naturally classless, they were sometimes slightly impatient of snobbery when they met it. But, by and large, kids were wonderful. Then Shirley Williams arrived on the scene – or, to be more exact, the first Harold Wilson government arrived, with a huge apparatus of educational theory which had largely been thought up by Anthony Crosland.13 The primary purpose of state education was no longer to inculcate the rudiments of reading, writing and arithmetic in those whose natures made them unreceptive to anything more advanced. Still less was it to introduce a finer taste of the discipline necessary for any sort of social existence. The purpose of education was not even to prepare children for a classless society where nobody could look down their noses at anybody else – it was to create such a society. At whatever cost to the conventional values of education, the joys of engineering came first. Every valley must be exalted at whatever cost to the hills and mountains.

When Mrs Shirley Williams arrived at the Department of Education and Science it was already perfectly plain that the great Comprehensive experiment had been a disaster. Like socialism, it simply did not work. Huge schools, with little or no supervision of the teachers, let alone the pupils, were open invitations to truancy and violence. In the four years since the Labour government was defeated there has been plenty of time to take stock of the havoc which was wrought on an entire generation by this silly woman’s opinions. For at least seven years I have been pointing out that a substantial proportion of young Britons – I would put it at about a third overall, perhaps a quarter in the south and a half in the north – are completely unemployable. They not only lack the discipline necessary to acquire the most rudimentary skills, they also lack the necessary will to please. They are a lost generation, without even the resources to amuse themselves.


Chapter Two

Arms and the Man

The whole purpose of a public school education is to teach a chap to accept injustice like a man. It should leave no mark on him beyond a certain resolve to get his own back on the next generation.1


‘You have a sense of humour and a good gift of self expression,’ Evelyn told his wayward son. ‘On the other hand you are singularly imprudent and you have a defective sense of honour. These bad qualities can lead to disaster.’2 He might have been talking about the Private Eye diarist to come. After this astute and sombre warning, his eldest son finally buckled down. Despite his schoolboy scams and his heroic disregard for discipline, in 1957 he won an exhibition in English to Christ Church College, Oxford. However, this was the era of National Service, so he decided to defer his place for two years, and do his stint in uniform before he went up to university, rather than after he came down. It was a fateful choice. National Service was abolished just a few years later, in 1960, so if he’d waited until after he’d graduated, like a lot of his contemporaries, he might have avoided it altogether, and his life might have taken an entirely different turn.

Auberon had hoped to fail the medical – he had bad eyesight, and had been a dedicated smoker since the age of twelve – but to his regret he was passed fit and enlisted in his father’s old regiment, the Royal Horse Guards. His first stop was the Guards Depot, Caterham, where he reported for basic training. It was an experience that shaped him, though not quite in the way the army had intended.


Although there were officers at Caterham we hardly saw them. The place was run to all intents and purposes by NCOs and by a figure of authority which existed nowhere else in the British Army, so far as I know, called the Trained Soldier. Trained Soldiers were senior Guardsmen judged too stupid or too venal even for the single stripe of a lance corporal, but given enormous power, almost of life or death, over the recruits in their barrack rooms. It was an early and somewhat unfortunate taste of what is the reality of workers’ power: brutal, sometimes sadistic, often vindictive but invariably – and most terrifyingly of all – bottomless in its stupidity.3




Much to his surprise, Waugh was commissioned as a second lieutenant, and flown out to Cyprus as part of the British effort to keep the peace between warring Greek and Turkish Cypriots. At first, he found it rather fun (certainly a lot better than Caterham), as he wrote in this chirpy letter to his father. Evelyn proudly told his friend Ann Fleming that ‘Cornet Waugh is enjoying Cyprus top hole.’4 His assessment was to prove somewhat premature.


Life is immensely exciting and unbelievably comfortable. Nearly every day we are out on some raid, roadblock, search or patrol. The only boring day was spent waiting outside a village in the sweltering heat for Dr Kuchuk, the Turkish leader, to arrive, which he never did. The troopers spent the time waving to motorbicyclists – we are meant to fraternise with these people – and seeing how many fell off in their anxiety to wave back.

Politics here are very involved and quite interesting. One always associated politics with Auberon’s5 boring, ineffectual discussions but here it is quite different. For instance a bomb in a petrol station will mean quite clearly that the moderate Left nationalist faction is preparing to make an amnesty for a time with the ethnarchist Right wing extremists, whereas a bomb elsewhere will mean something quite different.



Waugh’s National Service probably would have continued in this cheerful, inconsequential vein if his comrades had not taken about thirty Greek men in for questioning and dropped them off on the main road between Kyrenia and Nicosia, leaving them to find their own way home. Unfortunately, the British Army left these suspects outside a Turkish village called Guenyeli. The Turks assumed they were under attack, and hacked the poor men to bits. Nine were killed and many more were mutilated. After the army had cleared up the dismembered bodies (‘one officer wandered around, rather green in the face, holding a head and asking if anyone had seen a body which might fit it’),6 Waugh’s troop was ordered to take up a position on the road, to keep the Greeks and Turks apart. It was an order that changed his life.

THE GHASTLY TRUTH

(New Statesman, 27 September 1974)

The date was 9 June 1958. I was a slim, suntanned eighteen-year-old national service officer in a famous cavalry regiment. The morning of 9 June 1958 found me posted on the Kyrenia–Nicosia road between a Greek village called Autokoi (or something like that) and a Turkish village called Guenyeli (or something like that) with three or four armoured cars, hoping to discourage the villagers from massacring each other, if I had read my map correctly and was in the right place.

I had noticed an impediment in the elevation of the Browning machine gun in the turret of my particular armoured car and, having nothing else to do, resolved to investigate it. Seizing hold of the end with quiet efficiency, I was wiggling it up and down when I noticed it had started firing. Six bullets later I was alarmed to observe that it was firing through my chest, and got out of the way pretty sharpish.

It may encourage those who have a fear of being shot to learn that it is almost completely painless, at any rate from close range with high velocity bullets. You feel a slight tapping and burning sensation and (if shot through the chest) a little winded, but practically no pain for about three-quarters of an hour afterwards when, with luck, someone will have arrived with morphine, if you are still alive. My first reaction to shooting myself in this way was not one of sorrow or despair so much as mild exhilaration. I lay down behind the armoured car and explained what had happened in words of a few syllables, to incredulous murmurs of ‘coo’ and ‘cor’, while an enterprising corporal climbed into the turret and tried to stop the machine gun. That then is my memory of the incident, although there is no particular reason to prefer it to others.7 The incident deprived me of a lung, a spleen, several ribs and a finger but nothing else.

What sort of a man would Waugh have been if he hadn’t given that machine gun a little jiggle? What would have become of him if he hadn’t been shot to bits that day? Maybe this accident was what made him a writer. The stuff he wrote before was fluent, but it had no real attitude. As his father wrote to him, in hospital, on his nineteenth birthday, ‘to have looked into the throat of death at 19 is an experience not to be sneered at’. That near fatal mishap gave him a perspective, a point of view. ‘For the first time I managed to watch Trooping the Colour without a lump in my throat,’ he wrote in middle age. ‘This may have been because I now have coloured television and was able to see the guardsmen’s faces in all their brutal stupidity at close range – a sight I had forgotten since my days at the Guards Depot, Caterham, over twenty years ago.’8


Waugh spent nine months in hospital where he underwent twelve operations. Initially, he was not expected to survive. When he finally went up to Oxford in 1959, he was a war veteran on a disability pension, a man apart, and not only on account of his (self-inflicted) war wounds. During a six-week convalescence in Italy, he had written a novel, loosely based on his schooldays at Downside. Evelyn advised him to get it typed up and send it to his literary agent, A. D. Peters, but Auberon didn’t feel so confident. Instead, he simply stuffed it away in the proverbial desk drawer. It was only another near fatal accident that prompted him to dig it out again.
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