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  This book, wrote Max Lerner in his preface to the first American edition in 1959, ‘leaves a scar in the memory’.




  The memory has faded since. To offer a new preface to a book published when I was nine, is unsettling. I only fitfully recognise the England which Against the Law describes. How does one

  assess this astonishing account? Can those of us who never had to be brave in the way Peter Wildeblood was brave, critically admire without patronising?




  Best coolly to note what he did. This was epoch-making. The sensational court case – the Montague case – which led to Wildeblood’s imprisonment for homosexual offences, became

  the trigger to the Government’s appointment of the Wolfenden Committee to consider the law on homosexuality. Their report led nearly a decade later to the qualified legalisation of private

  homosexual behaviour – before then utterly illegal. This was the first advance in gay rights in England in our century, and the only advance for another thirty years to follow.




  It is still the most significant reform homosexual men have ever gained. By his honesty during the trial this book reports, by the publicity and sympathy attracted, and by the evidence he then

  gave personally to the Wolfenden Committee, Wildeblood did as much as any witness to influence that advance. The scale of his contribution is not really reflected in Against the Law, written

  as it was when events were still in flux, but the book – and the sheer fact of its publication – proved to be part of that contribution. Against the Law is, itself, a leading

  witness in gay history.




  Wildeblood was the only participant to describe himself honestly as a homosexual rather than to simply confess homosexual acts. Amazingly, this makes him one of the first men in history to do

  so. Why did he do it? The offences (as they then were) for which he was convicted were routine. What was extraordinary was the candour, inside and outside court, of this talented and successful

  journalist. ‘Very faintly,’ he writes, ‘as though at the end of a tunnel, I could see what I must do. I would make a statement . . . I would simply tell the truth about myself. I

  had no illusions about the amount of publicity which would be involved. I would be the first homosexual to tell what it felt like to be an exile in one’s own country. I might destroy myself,

  but perhaps I could help others.’




  Here and throughout the author writes in the crisply accessible style of a practiced popular journalist; but what he is saying is – was – stunning. In some ways this book,

  which like so much else flowed from that decision, remains teasingly incomplete: for Wildeblood, forever the reporter (no Proustian introspective he) never properly explains why he jumped

  one way in circumstances when a thousand other defendants would have jumped the other. His sheer nerve is – was – breathtaking; the tragedy which unfolded poignant; his

  parents’ support touching; but little is made of any of this. The narrative is factual.




  We are left wondering what distinguished Peter Wildeblood from perhaps a million of his contemporaries. Did he seek publicity? In a sense, of course, yes. Some of the Wolfenden Committee

  slightly distrusted the journalist as an attention-seeker making ‘unnecessary’ or ‘uncalled for’ statements about himself; and that was the charge with which the 1950s

  British Establishment defended itself against his evidence – and this book. It is worth noting too that the shrewd Fleet Street professional in Wildeblood may have guessed that his

  conventional career would be over, whatever evidence he turned. Certainly by the time he wrote Against the Law he had little to lose.




  Except this. With time, privacy and a period of decent obscurity, hurt begins to heal. This is what people pushed into public opprobrium most commonly crave when exposed and vilified. But when

  most men would have piped down and taken cover, some instinct in Wildeblood pushed him to break cover and speak up. Everyone advised him to let it go. Instead he carried on stirring it up.




  At first a victim of events, he made himself their master. The legal indictments he could not avoid. Natural honesty may have compelled him to answer as he did. The sentence and imprisonment

  were out of his hands. The publicity attaching to the case was beyond his control. But this book was a voluntary act, calculated to cause himself immense pain. Nothing can take away from the

  heroism in that.




  And quite apart from the contribution he makes here to gay history and consciousness, the description Against the Law offers of mid-twentieth-century British policing, and the judicial

  culture of the era, will surprise those who were not there. Those who were, will be chastened to have overlooked the nastiness. From his standpoint our country appears as almost a fascist state.

  ‘I did not believe such things could happen in England,’ Wildeblood writes, ‘until they happened to me.’ How many hundreds and thousands of silent witnesses must there have

  been, to match just one who spoke?




  This chilling tale is republished into a new generation and a different Britain from the country Wildeblood describes. Just how different was betrayed to me by the magisterial original preface,

  from America, by Max Lerner: a period-piece in itself – completely, shockingly out of date. Straining towards a new age, the liberal rationalist in Lerner praised the author’s courage

  and his ‘coming to terms with himself’, and he asked for the reader’s compassionate understanding.




  But Lerner’s conventionally wise side had the final word. His last paragraph spoke of homosexuality as an ‘agonising problem’. Nevertheless, he concluded, the situation was not

  hopeless: ‘My own study of it makes me believe there is a greater chance for success from psychiatric treatment than Wildeblood seems to believe.’




  Enlightened scholar that he was, Lerner had wholly missed the point. Though Wildeblood offers the sort of respectful nod in the direction of self-loathing which he knew his readership (and

  publisher) expected – not least as an excuse for the book – he was not seriously interested in a ‘cure’ for a mental ‘disease’. No reader will detect much of a

  sense of shame, or any longing for release. He was one of the first English writers ever to present and describe homosexuality as a human type; as a sexuality rather than as a failure of sexuality.

  Between the lines of a tale of giddy descent into public disgrace, the reader will sense a brazen, almost shameless quality in Wildeblood’s prose. A rogue cheerfulness keeps creeping in.




  Though it is an indictment, therefore, this book is not a breast-beating appeal, nor a confession, nor a pathology, it is simply a story, one man’s story: remarkable for its picture of a

  police state in 1950s Britain; remarkable for the author’s self-knowledge in a world which offered him no template; and remarkable for his confidence and courage in publishing. As a

  fellow-journalist who never faced, and could not have stood, a fraction of the ignominy heaped upon Peter Wildeblood, I salute him.




   




  Matthew Parris




  London, June 1999










  Although one of the charges made against me was one of conspiracy, there was, and has been, no conspiracy. The views expressed in this book are entirely and exclusively my

  own; there has been no consultation with anybody else.




  P.W.










   




   




   




   




  Part One




   




   




   




   




  Sometimes, when a man is dying, he directs that his body shall be given to the doctors, so that the causes of his suffering and death may be investigated, and the knowledge

  used to help others. I cannot give my body yet; only my heart and my mind, trusting that by this gift I can give some hope and courage to other men like myself, and to the rest of the world some

  understanding.




  I am a homosexual. It is easy for me to make that admission now, because much of my private life has already been made public by the newspapers. I am in the rare, and perhaps privileged,

  position of having nothing left to hide. My only concern is that some good may come at last out of so much evil, and with that end in view I shall set down what happened to me as faithfully and

  fairly as I can. I do not pity myself, and I do not ask for pity. If there is bitterness in this book, I hope it will be the bitterness of medicine, not of poison.




  The case in which I was involved has become known as the ‘Montagu Case’; because one of the accused men was a peer, it received a great deal of publicity. But in essentials, it was

  not very different from hundreds of cases which come before the courts every year. These attract little attention, but each of them implies the downfall, and perhaps the ruin, of a human being. In

  the last few years there has been much discussion of this question, and many authoritative men and women have given their views about the prevalence, nature, prevention, punishment and cure of

  homosexuality. There have not, I think, been any among them who could say, as I do now: ‘I am a homosexual.’ For what it is worth, I should like to offer, with all humility, this

  account of my life, my trial, my imprisonment and return to freedom as a contribution to the study of an urgent and tragic problem which affects many thousands of men.




  I am no more proud of my condition than I would be of having a glass eye or a hare-lip. On the other hand, I am no more ashamed of it than I would be of being colour-blind or of writing with my

  left hand. It is essentially a personal problem, which only becomes a matter of public concern when the law makes it so. For many years I kept it a secret from my family and friends, not so much

  from choice as from expediency, and I tried privately to resolve my own struggle in a way as consistent as possible with the moral law. During that time I do not believe I ever did any harm to

  anyone else; if any harm has been done since, I do not think the fault lies with me, but rather with those who dragged out into the merciless light of publicity things which would have been better

  left in darkness. When the searchlights of the law were turned on to my life, only a part of it was illuminated. I am not proud of what was exposed; most people, if they were honest, would admit

  that their private lives would not bear such a relentless scrutiny. It will be my task, therefore, to turn on more lights, revealing, in place of the blurred and shadowy figure of the newspaper

  photographs, a man differing from other men only in one respect.




  I must begin by trying to show what this difference is. The whole question is so surrounded by ignorance, moral horror and misunderstanding that it is not easy to approach it with an open mind.

  I shall not try, at this stage, either to explain or to excuse it, but simply to describe my condition. Briefly, it is that I am attracted towards men, in the way in which most men are attracted

  towards women. I am aware that many people, luckier than myself, will read this statement with incredulity and perhaps with derision; but it is the simple truth. This peculiarity makes me a social

  misfit from the start; I know that it cannot ever be entirely accepted by the rest of the community, and I do not ask that it should. It is up to me to come to terms, first with my own condition,

  and secondly with other people whose lives quite rightly centre upon the relationship between a man and a woman. If it was possible for me to become like them I should do so; and nothing would be

  easier for me than to assume a superficial normality, get married and perhaps have a family. This would, however, be at best dishonest, because I should be running away from my own problem, and at

  worst it would be cruel, because I should run the risk of making two people unhappy instead of one.




  I think it is more honest, and less harmful, for a man with homosexual tendencies to recognise himself for what he is. He will always be lonely; he must accept that. He will never know the

  companionship that comes with marriage, or the joy of watching his children grow up, but he will at least have the austere consolations of self-knowledge and integrity. More than that he cannot

  have, because the law, in England, forbids it. A man who feels an attraction towards other men is a social misfit only; once he gives way to that attraction, he becomes a criminal.




  This is not the case in most other countries, where the behaviour of consenting adults in private is considered a matter for themselves alone. Britain and America are almost the only countries

  in which such behaviour constitutes an offence, and in America the law is reduced to absurdity by the fact that it applies officially, also, to a variety of acts between men and women, whether

  married or not; it has been estimated that a strict application of the law would result in the imprisonment of two-thirds of the adult population, and as a result it is seldom invoked, even against

  homosexuals.




  In Britain, however, the law is very much alive, and heavy penalties are incurred by anyone who breaks it. A homosexual who gives way to his impulses, even if he is doing no conceivable harm to

  anyone, therefore runs appalling risks. The fact that so many men do so shows that the law, however savage, is no deterrent. If, as people sometimes say, homosexuality is nothing but an affectation

  assumed by idle men who wish to be considered ‘different’, it is indeed strange that men should run the risk of life imprisonment in order to practise it.




  The truth is that an adult man who has chosen a homosexual way of life has done so because he knows that no other course is open to him. It is easy to preach chastity when you are not obliged to

  practise it yourself, and it must be remembered that, to a homosexual, there is nothing intrinsically shameful or sinful in his condition. Everywhere he goes, he sees other men like himself,

  forbidden by the law to give any physical expression to their desires. It is not surprising that he should seek a partner among them, so that together they may build a shelter against the hostile

  world. One of the charges often levelled against homosexuals is that they tend to form a compact and exclusive group. They can hardly be expected to do anything else, since they are legally

  excluded from the rest of the community.




  In spite of this, it is difficult to draw a distinct line between homosexuals and ‘normal’ or heterosexual men. Many men have had homosexual experiences of one kind or another in the

  course of their lives without becoming exclusively homosexual. Probably large numbers of people go through a stage of this kind during childhood or adolescence, but sooner or later they make the

  natural transition into normality. This may be part of the process of growing up. A baby is interested in nothing but itself; a small child directs its affection towards other people regardless of

  their sex; an adolescent boy begins to feel attracted exclusively towards girls; a grown man chooses a woman as his partner. That is the normal pattern. In some cases, however, the process is

  arrested or reversed. The man remains as the child was, failing to discriminate between the sexes; or he develops in the abnormal direction of being attracted only towards his own sex.




  Such desires can never, I believe, be wholly eradicated. They may perhaps be prevented from developing in the adolescent, if they are discovered soon enough, but it seems that little can be done

  for an adult who has these tendencies. I have consulted a great many psychiatrists and read dozens of books on the subject, without discovering much ground for hope. Doctors are, of course, always

  unwilling to admit defeat, but I have never yet found one who claimed to be able to turn a homosexual into a normal man. The most they can do, it seems, is to teach the ill-adjusted homosexual to

  accept his condition and make the best of a bad job; and this, of course, is directly contrary to the spirit of the law.




  The view of the law—and it is shared by many sincere men and women—is that homosexuality is a monstrous perversion deliberately chosen, and that the men who make that choice deserve

  to be punished for it. The very words of the law are impregnated with emotion on this subject; murder is merely murder, but homosexual acts are ‘the abominable crime’ and ‘gross

  indecency’. The upholders of the law will claim that homosexuality has always been a symptom of a nation’s decadence, forgetting that it is widespread and tolerated in such respectable

  and progressive places as Switzerland and Scandinavia. They will say that it is inseparable from effeminacy, ignoring the fact that it has been practised among the most warlike communities, from

  the Samurai of mediaeval Japan to the present-day Pathans of the Northwest Frontier, and that men like Julius Caesar, Frederick the Great and Lawrence of Arabia are known to have been homosexuals.

  They will argue that homosexuals are by nature vicious and depraved, because they cannot know that this minority group, branded by them as ‘immoral’, has an austere and strict morality

  of its own.




  I suppose that most people, if they were asked to define the crime of Oscar Wilde, would still imagine that he was an effeminate poseur who lusted after small boys, whereas in fact he was a

  married man with two children who was found guilty of homosexual acts committed in private with male prostitutes whom he certainly did not corrupt. The Prosecution never attempted to prove that he

  had done any harm by his actions. It is arguable, however, that an immense amount of harm has been done during the last sixty years by the Wilde legend. In every generation there have probably been

  hundreds of adolescents who have been first puzzled, and then unwholesomely fascinated by the aura of secrecy and sordid glamour which still surrounds the case. If Oscar Wilde had never been

  brought to trial, he would be remembered only as a minor poet and playwright; as it is, he has become a martyr.




  This is doubly unfortunate because, as I have said, Wilde is falsely invested in most people’s minds with the attributes of effeminacy and love of boys. The labels stick, even when we know

  that they do not tell the truth; and since Wilde is probably the best-known of all homosexuals, it is supposed that all of them share the tendencies which have, quite wrongly as it happens, been

  ascribed to him.




  There are, of course, men whose sexual feelings are directed towards boys, just as there are ‘normal’ men who are attracted towards small girls. I have talked to many of them in

  prison, and I am more convinced than ever that they form a quite separate group from men like myself. Although I regard them with just as much distaste as anyone else, I have tried very hard to

  understand their point of view, but we have no common ground for discussion. My preferences are as inexplicable to them as theirs are to me. I do not pretend to know what is to be done with men

  like this; they must obviously be prevented from giving way to their inclinations, because of the harm that they may do, but I am not sure that imprisonment provides the answer.




  It seems to me very important to discriminate between the pederast, or lover of boys, and the homosexual, or lover of men. I am not convinced that a boy can be turned into a permanent homosexual

  by an isolated, early experience, but this risk must at all costs be avoided. Furthermore, it seems fundamentally immoral to me for a man to take advantage of his greater age and experience to

  seduce a child, whether a boy or girl. Sexual experiences of any kind play such an important part in a person’s development that they should not be allowed to take place until he or she is

  physically and mentally ready for them.




  Homosexuality between adults presents a very different moral problem. There are thousands of men in this condition, who are forbidden by the law to seek any sexual outlet, even with one another.

  To the homosexual, this seems unjust. He does not wish to seduce children, not only because it seems to him basically immoral to do so, but because he is not attracted towards them. He is unlikely

  to make advances to ‘normal’ adults, because he knows that such men, even if he finds them attractive, will not want to have anything to do with him. Even if it were possible, he would

  not wish to take a ‘normal’ man away from his wife and family and persuade him to take up a way of life which he would always regret. On the other hand, he cannot see why he should be

  condemned to perpetual continence, when there are so many other men like himself with whom it would be possible to enter into a relationship which would do no harm to anyone.




  That is the morality of the homosexual, and it is my own. It is not endorsed by the law of the country, as the best kind of relationship between a man and a woman is endorsed; in fact, as I

  shall show, the present state of the law actually goes far to discourage homosexual relationships of the more sincere and ‘moral’ kind. Nor is it much encouraged by the community: when

  all homosexual acts, whether between adult men or between men and boys, are treated by the law with equal severity, it is difficult for the general public to discriminate between them.




  There is another misconception which I should like to dispel. This concerns the appearance and manner of the homosexual. Everyone has seen the pathetically flamboyant pansy with the flapping

  wrists, the common butt of music-hall jokes and public-house stories. Most of us are not like that. We do our best to look like everyone else, and we usually succeed. That is why nobody realises

  how many of us there are. I know many hundreds of homosexuals and not more than half a dozen would be recognised by a stranger for what they are. If anything, they dress more soberly and behave

  more conventionally in public than the ‘normal’ men I know; they have to, if they are to avoid suspicion.




  When I ask for tolerance, it is for men like these. Not the corrupters of youth, not even the effeminate creatures who love to make an exhibition of themselves, although by doing so they

  probably do no harm; I am only concerned with the men who, in spite of the tragic disability which is theirs, try to lead their lives according to the principles which I have described. They cannot

  speak for themselves, but I shall try to speak for them. Although I have been to prison and most of them have not, it is they who are the captives of circumstance, not I.




  The Montagu Case, it will be remembered, was concerned with acts said to have been committed by five adults: Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, Michael Pitt-Rivers, Edward McNally, John

  Reynolds and myself. The result of it was that three of us were sent to prison and the other two, as a reward for turning Queen’s Evidence against us, were allowed to go free.




  Much was made by the Prosecution of the difference in social status between the various people concerned in the case, and perhaps I should begin this account of my life with a description of my

  social background and of the childhood influences which made me what I became.




  I was born at Alassio on the Italian Riviera in 1923. My father was a retired engineer from the Indian Public Works Department, who was at that time secretary of a tennis club patronised by the

  English visitors to the resort. My mother was the daughter of a sheep-rancher in the Argentine. She was many years younger than him, and I have often wondered whether this was one of the factors

  which influenced my later development; but I would never think of blaming them for what happened to me. They gave me all their love when I was a child, and their unquestioning loyalty at the time

  when I needed it most; I do not think that any parents could do more.




  When I was three years old we came to live in London, and the family album shows a procession of cloche hats and silk-stockinged knees. There were going to be no more wars; the night-clubs were

  crowded and everyone danced the Charleston. The first songs I remember were ‘Ramona’, ‘Charmaine’, and ‘A Room with a View’, which was said to be a favourite of

  the Prince of Wales.




  The various nannies who held dominion over my nursery were always talking about the Prince of Wales. I hated them all. Once, while walking near the Peter Pan statue in Kensington Gardens, I

  noticed another small boy with bandaged knees. I turned to the current nannie and asked why this was so. She replied sternly that the boy had eaten too many sweets; so many that they had bred worms

  in his inside, which were now wriggling out through holes they had bored in his legs. It sounds ridiculous now, but this and similar remarks had the effect of putting me off most forms of food for

  many years; I refused to eat meat, screamed loudly at the sight of a fishmonger’s slab, and once fainted from sheer hunger in a lift at Marshall & Snelgrove’s. The doctor said I

  must be a ‘natural vegetarian.’ Of course I did not tell my parents that I was afraid of being devoured by worms, and my lack of appetite must have given them considerable anxiety. Even

  now, I do not care for sweets.




  There were all kinds of childish fears. Worst of all was my fear of the dark. I used to lie awake with a thumping heart, trying not to look at the shadows cast by the night-light on the walls.

  All the things that had upset and fascinated me during the daytime came crowding back into my imagination at those times. In the winter there was a tall, old-fashioned oil stove in my nursery, with

  a top pierced with little holes through which the light shone on to the ceiling. This pattern of light, so steady and comforting, became for me a symbol of Good, driving out the evil influence of

  the writhing shadows on the wall. On nights when the stove was not lit, I used to hide my head under the bedclothes and repeat, over and over again, the only prayer I knew: ‘Gentle Jesus,

  meek and mild, look upon a little child, pity my simplicity, suffer me to come to Thee’—an incantation which seemed, even then, pitifully inadequate against the demons which were

  crouching in the corners.




  Far more comforting than Jesus were Winnie-the-Pooh, Tigger, Eeyore and a Kanga made of white stockingette, with a matching Roo in her pouch. These all shared my bed and watched over me, their

  boot-button eyes fixed in unwinking stares on all the corners of the nursery in case some nameless Thing should leap out of the shadows. Grownups may laugh, but thousands of children are probably

  taking the same precautions tonight.




  When I was about five I began to attend a kindergarten in Earl’s Court, where I made a few friends and discovered that there was one place in the world even more terrifying than my

  nursery. This was the Bolivian Embassy, where I went to my first party. Everything began well, with a stupendous tea which culminated in the presentation, to each child, of a wooden box of

  crystallised plums. In the delight and confusion provoked by this largesse I wandered away, clutching my box of plums, through a curtained doorway and down a dark corridor. At the end of this, in

  an illuminated niche, stood a carving of a woman’s head—presumably a Spanish madonna—gilded and painted, with pink lips and a crystal tear oozing from each closed eye. Convinced

  that the head was real and freshly severed, I uttered a shocked howl which brought all the servants running. I was not invited to the Embassy again.




  It was the ambition of all parents at this time—and mine were no exception—to send their children to a good school. This meant one which would give them certain clear social

  advantages in later life, teach them the gentlemanly sports and the rudiments of education, and, most important of all, give them the cachet of ‘leadership’ which most families above a

  certain level of income believed, in 1930, to be the birthright of their sons. This was mainly a question of speaking BBC English, cultivating a quiet taste in dress, using the right knife and fork

  and avoiding, like the plague, any interest or accomplishment which might set one apart from all the other little boys who were being put through the same mill.




  It must be extremely difficult for parents, assisted only by flattering brochures and the advice of friends, to choose a preparatory school for their sons, and perhaps in the end it makes little

  difference which one they select. I was sent to school as a boarder at the age of seven and remained there until I moved on to a public school seven years later. It may have been no worse than many

  other schools, but its effect on me was deplorable. Incessant bullying induced in me a painful shyness which took years to overcome, and when I took refuge in friendship with other outcasts like

  myself we were publicly ridiculed by the masters, who used to observe that ‘Sops of a feather flock together’. Sops, of course, were boys incapable of bringing glory to the school on

  football-ground or cricket-pitch; the persecution only succeeded in drawing them closer together, until they formed a kind of secret society—a childish underworld tragically like that of

  sexual inverts.




  I suppose I must always have known that I was different from other children, but it took me years to find out in what way I differed. Even then I was attracted to my own sex, long before I knew

  what sex was about; but this seemed perfectly natural, since the only people who showed any kindness to me were the other boys who were also looked down upon by the rest. The masters frightened me.

  There were—as I found out much later—several homosexuals among them, but these were not the ones who did most harm. It was the aggressively virile type of teacher, always trying to

  mould the boys into his own tough pattern, who first made me feel that I was a failure and an outcast.




  All games were compulsory, but it was usually possible to get through them without too much derision, provided that one ran about a good deal without actually getting in the way of the experts.

  The exception was boxing. This took place in the evenings and was presided over by a master who selected the contestants himself. I might have made a fairly adequate boxer if my nose had not bled

  so easily, and I am sure it would have done my nine-year-old ego a great deal of good if I had been allowed to fight, and perhaps beat, one of the other boys who made my life so unpleasant. This,

  however, was not the master’s plan. It was his habit, with a kind of gloating relish, to arrange for those whom he considered ‘Sops’ to fight each other; so that I would find

  myself, covered in blood, lunging painfully at the only other boy in the school whom I really liked, while the master danced around yelling ‘Come on, no kitten-pats!’.




  I was, at this time, a remarkably unattractive child, exceedingly thin and clumsy, with spots and a mop of carroty hair. Once when another boy’s parents, arriving in a Rolls-Royce, had

  narrowly missed me as I blundered out of the front door, I heard the mother exclaim: ‘Who was that hideous small boy we nearly ran over?’ I did not expect to be liked, and only wished

  to be inconspicuous; but this did not seem possible. I eventually discovered, however, that there was one thing I could do which pleased the masters, if not the other boys: I could be a

  ‘swot’. Obtaining a scholarship to another school was grudgingly conceded to be almost as good as getting into the First Eleven, and this I set myself to do.




  Another way in which I could escape some of the miseries of school, I discovered, was by being ill. It was possible, if suspected of having some contagious ailment, to achieve a little peace and

  quiet and even some sympathy by being confined, ‘under observation’, in Matron’s sitting-room. Constitutionally I am quite strong, but during this period I succeeded in catching

  all the usual diseases and was able to produce a streaming cold or a fainting fit whenever some particularly undesirable event was in the offing. Curiously enough, this habit has persisted ever

  since; my only illnesses occur, like involuntary alibis, at moments of mental stress.




  We were forced, every Sunday, to sit down in the Big Schoolroom and write letters to our parents. Since these were afterwards read through by the master on duty—ostensibly to see if they

  were long enough—it is not surprising that they failed to convey my real feelings about the school. Several times during the term our mothers and fathers were permitted to come and take us

  out for the day. On these occasions the staff positively radiated wholesome charm and any signs of misery were ascribed by our parents to a perfectly natural longing for home. It is extraordinary

  to what lengths children will go to conceal their inner feelings from their parents; I am sure that mine never suspected how unhappy I was.




  All this time I was growing up, although nobody attempted to explain the process to me. Biological details were, of course, frequently discussed by the boys in a wildly inaccurate manner, the

  whole subject of sex being generally described as ‘dirt’, ‘smut’ or ‘piggishness’ by the pupils, and by the masters whenever it came to their notice. The idea

  that the changes now taking place in our bodies were in any way connected with the production of children, let alone with love between men and women, remarkably enough never occurred to us. Sex was

  something isolated, furtive and unclean, like going to the lavatory—only worse. It was only much later, just before I left the school, that the headmaster drew me aside and imparted the

  information which any working-class child would have acquired years before.




  The happiest times of my childhood were usually solitary ones. When I was ten we went to live in the country, in a rambling oak-beamed farmhouse on the edge of a forest. This was—and still

  is—an enchanted place to me. As a lonely child, I led a dream life there to which hardly anyone was admitted. At the back of the house there were fields sloping down to a stream, on the other

  side of which the forest began. Sometimes on summer days, when the stream was trickling sluggishly, I jumped across to the far bank where clumps of reed-mace and wild mint grew. Moorhens and

  water-rats scurried away at my approach. I never stayed there long, although the water was full of interesting creatures, sticklebacks and water boatmen and caddis grubs encased in ramshackle

  home-made houses. My objective was the forest, beyond the screen of alder-bushes that wept over the stream, their blue-black twigs whispering in the current.




  My favourite books, at this time, were The Swiss Family Robinson, The Coral Island, and The Jungle Book. There was nothing tropical, however, about my own Sussex forest except in

  my imagination, where I could make what I liked of it. The hidden marsh where the kingcups lifted their gold heads became a mangrove swamp buzzing with deadly mosquitoes. The slender ropes of ivy

  and honeysuckle that trailed from the bushes were transformed into strong lianas, on which a man might swing away from the horn of a charging rhinoceros; the wood pigeons were dazzling macaws and

  lyre-birds, and at any moment a leopard might step delicately through the bluebells and the bracken.




  When I walked away from the house and across the fields, I usually took a trowel or a butterfly-net in order to give an apparent purpose to the expedition. If anyone asked what I had been doing

  when I returned I could always say that I had been chasing moths or tadpoles, or looking for the rare pincushions of moss which had been kicked up by horses and grown green and quilted on both

  sides. This was partly true, but my main purpose in going to the forest was to escape. Even in the winter, it was better than anywhere else. The trees were bare and the ground hard with frost, but

  there were still treasures to be found, holly trees and mountain ash all afire with berries, badgers’ tracks in the snow and the mysterious spindle tree with its coral-coloured seeds. Deep in

  the forest there were even stranger things; once there had been a private zoo there, and sometimes in a clearing a family of wallabies could be seen, crouching in the grass like enormous hares.




  Every summer we used to spend a week or two at my grandfather’s house at Winchelsea; a different landscape, but one which also belonged to me. Here, everything was open to the winds and

  the clouds, and the little town rose out of the surrounding marshes like a ship with a thousand years of history for its cargo. Every time you dug a hole in Winchelsea, your spade turned up

  fragments of the past, and I used to hover round the Council workmen to examine what they found—thick Georgian pennies, pieces of iridescent glass, clay pipe-stems, Saxon groats and Victorian

  money-tokens. Once they brought me a coin of bronze, as big as a half-crown, which they had found in a place called Dead Man’s Lane. The name and profile of Antoninus Pius, Emperor of Rome,

  were clearly stamped on it. For the first time, the past became for me as real as the present day. It was the first time, too, I think, that I realised the true value of learning. Because I had

  decided to win a scholarship, I had devoured Greek, Latin and History with a parrot-like, stupid glibness; now, confronted by this antique profile of a dead king, I passionately desired knowledge

  for its own sake.




  I won the scholarship when I was thirteen, and went to my public school. So far, I had learned several things. Firstly, the greatest possible virtue was to be exactly like everybody else.

  Secondly, through some curious disability or difference which was probably my fault, I was unfitted for the role expected of me. Thirdly, I could escape from the real world of competition and

  failure into an invisible world of my own, which, if I worked hard enough, I could share with all the other men and women, living and dead, who had bequeathed their wisdom and imagination for

  people like me to dig up, like coins in a ditch.




  I cannot remember much about my first year at public school, except that the discipline was very strict and that there were hundreds of rules for new boys to memorise; not only school rules of a

  necessary kind, but a mass of bewildering regulations laid down by the prefects, which we all had to learn by heart. There was some rule, which I now forget, about the number of jacket buttons

  which a boy of any given age was allowed to leave undone, and there were all kinds of privileges—such as walking across certain patches of lawn—which belonged only to senior boys and

  must not be infringed. These were intended to impart an air of tradition and antiquity to the establishment, which had actually been founded in the reign of Queen Victoria.




  We wore gowns in class, and white surplices and mortarboards in chapel. I do not know what gave me the idea that I was musical, but I joined the choir and learned to play the trumpet and the

  bugle. One advantage of this was that it made it possible to join the OTC band and practise in the music-rooms while the rest of the cadets were doing rifle drill. Games were, of course,

  compulsory, but there was a much wider choice than there had been at my preparatory school—rugby, soccer, hockey, rowing, swimming, cricket and athletics. There was also more variety in the

  subjects taught, and a teaching staff which included several men with a really brilliant flair for arousing their pupils’ interest. They encouraged me in my belief that learning, instead of

  being a drudgery and a bore, could be an exciting experience with unlimited rewards, and I shall always be grateful to them. I realised, later, that they, too, must have been grateful when they

  found a boy who was willing to listen to them; so many of their pupils were quite incapable of profiting by the expensive education which their parents were paying for.
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