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Praise for Laurie Lee: The Well-Loved Stranger




 





‘When Laurie Lee died in 1997, the sense of loss was widespread. Millions of people had read him, seen and heard him on TV, and studied him with pleasure at school … Yet even among those who loved him, no one really knew him. Even to himself he was always something of a stranger … His life makes a captivating story, and Valerie Grove tells it wonderfully … Few literary biographies will give more pleasure.’


– Michael Duffy, Times Educational Supplement




 





‘Laurie Lee’s virtues far outweighed his faults, and it is Grove’s obvious affection for her subject that makes her book so tender and graceful … a touching elegy to another age.’


– Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday




 





‘To know Laurie was to love him, and this shines through Grove’s pages … Her book comes as close to knowing the well-loved stranger as we are likely to get.’


– Sean Day-Lewis, Literary Review




 





‘Wholly admirable … Valerie Grove enlightens rather than disillusions us.’


– David Hughes, The Independent




 





‘Lee devoted himself to restoring a sense of wonder to the world … A brisk, vivid, immensely sympathetic biography.’


– Hilary Spurling, Daily Telegraph
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Preface





A NOTE ABOUT names: Laurie made the rules about people’s names. He was always Laurie (Lol to intimates), never Laurence. His wife was baptised Katherine Francesca, after Tolstoy’s Katerina, and as a girl she was Kathy. Laurie’s first reference to her was as ‘Kati’ (in A Rose for Winter) but he then decided that the letter C was softer and more feminine, and renamed her Cathy. (She said that his changing her name ‘tells you everything you need to know about our marriage’.) After Laurie’s death she reclaimed Kathy, with a K. So I refer to her as Kathy – except when quoting from LL’s diaries, notebooks and letters in which she is ‘Cathy’ or ‘C’.


Jessy was baptised Jesse – not Jessica – but Laurie decided later that Jessy was nicer, so Jessy she is in this book.
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Annie Light of Sheepscombe





PROLOGUE




To be in love, of course, is to take on the penthouse of living, that topmost toppling tower, perpetually lit by the privileged radiance of wellbeing which sets one apart from the nether world. Born, we are mortal, dehydrated, ordinary: love is the oil that pumps one up, dilates the eyes, puts a glow on the skin, lifts us free from the weight of time, and helps us see in some other that particular kind of beauty which is the crown of our narcissism.


… At best, love is simply the slipping of a hand in another’s, of knowing you are where you belong at last, and of exchanging through the eyes that all-consuming regard which ignores everybody else on earth.





LAURIE LEE’S WORDS on love were written later in life, emotion recollected in tranquillity. But no account of his most deeply heartfelt love is to be found in his published work. He wrote about this crucial episode only in his diaries, straight from the heart. He confided the agony and the ecstasy of his passionate wartime affair with Lorna Wishart, née Garman, the great beauty who was his muse, the inspiration of his poems and guardian of his literary ambitions. Laurie’s life was changed forever by Lorna, and she broke his heart.


But she was not alone in taking Laurie under her wing. From boyhood, he had always made women want to advise and soothe him, because they loved and believed in him: his mother and sisters, his girlfriends and lovers, his wife and daughters, and many indispensable women friends.


When Laurie Lee’s friends gathered at St James’s, Piccadilly, in October 1997 for a service of thanksgiving, not one female voice was heard. The congregation heard Laurie’s voice, on tape, and listened to him playing ‘Andalucía’ by Granados on his violin. Words and poems of praise were spoken, by twelve good men. Laurie was a pub man and a club man, so the impression he gave was of a man who enjoyed men’s company. But without his women, the boy who left school at fifteen undecided whether to paint or write could never have become the Laurie Lee of legend.


Not that Laurie ever quite acknowledged this. He claimed to love women, but he never paid tribute to their influence on him as mentors; only as cosseting, embracing, accommodating creatures. He liked women, but in their place.


The one woman he did honestly acknowledge in print, and immortalise in Cider with Rosie, was his mother, Annie Emily Light…




••





The Bloom of Candles, Laurie Lee’s second slim volume of poems, was dedicated to ‘Annie Light of Sheepscombe’. He should have put ‘Annie Light of Quedgeley’, she reproached him. ‘I wish you had said Quedgeley. That’s where my love of beauty & of books & of solitude in my own little wood was born, and where my beloved old schoolmaster Mr Beacon encouraged me.’ As a girl Annie got top marks for composition and music. But her schooldays were cut short. As the eldest child and the only girl, she was needed at home to help bring up her five brothers, Charlie, Sid, Tom, Ray and Fred.


Quedgeley, now a suburb of Gloucester, was a village in 1879 when Annie was born. Her mother (née Emma Morse) was from a yeoman farming family. Annie’s father, John Light, had been coachman at Berkeley Castle. The Light family view is that their grandfather John had an air about him, and ‘could have dined with the kings of England’. Moustachioed, dandyish in checked waistcoat and buttonhole, John Light is pictured in 1902 at the coronation celebrations in Sheepscombe, cutting a dash.


Laurie did investigate his family history. An exercise book labelled ‘Roots’ listed all the local seventeenth-century Lights and Morses – yeomen, butchers, gentlemen – who might have been his antecedents. ‘But whatever the illicit grandeur of her forebears,’ as he wrote, ‘Mother was born to quite ordinary poverty.’1 Two of her brothers went off to fight in the Boer War; all five were cavalrymen in the Great War. Laurie saw the returning uncles as ‘bards and oracles … the horsemen and brawlers of another age, whose lives spoke of campaigns on desert marshes, of Kruger’s cannon and Flanders mud’. Three came back eventually to Gloucestershire.


When the brothers left home in their teens, Annie went into service in stately homes, which gave her a lasting respect for the gentry (she would curtsey, Laurie said, to the squire’s governess) and a refined taste for the accoutrements of the Quality: good china and porcelain, feather beds and linen sheets, silver cutlery, old paintings, inlaid walnut furniture, tapestry hangings, leather-bound books. Among prim housemaids and imperious butlers and cooks – about whom she would write satirical verses – the scatty Annie ‘was something beyond their ken’, Laurie wrote. She was pretty, however, and often told her boys that she had once entranced a whole regiment of soldiers when dressed in her Sunday best on a street corner in Aldershot.


Then her father left Berkeley Castle and took a pub, the Plough at Sheepscombe, and when her mother died, at fifty, Annie came home to help her father behind the bar: ‘a lonely young woman, mysteriously detached, graceful in face and figure’ but also volatile, witty and adept at handling drunken customers. More durably than anyone else Laurie wrote about, it is Annie, with her warmth, optimism and courage, who lingers in most readers’ minds.


She obviously liked children, or she would not have answered the advertisement placed in the local paper by a widower, Reg Lee, manager of the Co-op grocery in Stroud, seeking a housekeeper for himself and his family of four children. Annie was just thirty, short and shapely with a bright, intelligent face, when she arrived on the doorstep of his redbrick terraced house in Stroud. Reginald Joseph Lee was six feet tall, precise in manner and immaculate in dress. Annie fell in love at first sight. A few months earlier, the same local paper had reported the death in childbirth on 15 April 1910 of Reg’s wife, the beautiful Catherine Maude Critchley, under the headline ‘Sad death at the Uplands’. Mrs Lee, wife of the ‘well known and greatly respected’ Mr R. J. Lee, former organist at Holy Trinity Church and conductor of the Stroud Co-operative Glee Society, had died giving birth to twins, her sixth and seventh children.


Such was the lot of the Edwardian bride. Catherine Lee had produced Arthur Reginald in 1901, Marjorie Winifred in 1903, Dorothy Clair (one of twins, the other being stillborn) in 1904, Phyllis Maude in 1906, Harold Mortimer in 1908. The newborn twins died on 24 June 1910, six weeks after their mother.


The bereaved Reg stayed a while at Burleigh House, Brimscombe, with the children’s grandmother Critchley. The eldest boy, Reg junior, remained with his grandmother, to be taken into her family business, Critchley Bros, making knitting needles and safety pins in the Chalford Valley.2 So there remained four children – Marjorie, Dorothy (Doth), Phyllis and three-year-old Harold – to be taken on by Annie.


Reg married Annie a year later, on 11 May 1911, and they lost no time in starting a new family. In 1912 a daughter, Frances, was born. Jack (Wilfred Jack Raymond) followed in January 1913; Laurie (Laurence Edward Alan) in June 1914; and Tony (Anthony Lisle) in January 1916. Laurie was baptised at, and named after, Stroud’s parish church, St Laurence.


Laurie’s birthplace was in Slad Road, Uplands, Stroud – at 2 Glenview Terrace. Here Reg installed Annie and the brood in the crowded house where the sisters created a vortex of fun and laughter – and screams, when Jack tumbled down the steps on one occasion, fracturing his leg. When Laurie was born, Jack had scarlet fever; and Laurie was sickly from birth. He wrote of lying seriously ill for many months, still and silent, staring at the ceiling ‘for a year’ he claimed, ‘in a motionless swoon’ – and was being laid out as dead until Annie, arriving home, revived him. ‘I must tell you if I never have,’ wrote Annie to Laurie, in 1947, ‘that your Dad helped me to nurse you very patiently when you were ill & through that careful nursing you are alive today.’ Laurie could recall, from those infant days, the prismatic light from a spinning glass ball that hung over his pram.


After the outbreak of war, Reg left to join the Royal West Kent Regiment. He would be back, Annie thought, when hostilities were over. In 1917 Reg arranged for his family (minus the daughter Frances who had died in infancy) to move to a cheaper cottage in the village of Slad, two miles east of Stroud in a winding valley, then ‘a place of long steamy silences, punctuated by horses’ hooves and mowing machines, sleepy pigeons and mooning cows’. This was the move with which Cider with Rosie so memorably opens. Laurie was just three. ‘I love you for that story,’ wrote Annie. ‘You brought back so many things to my memory so vividly. How when you first got out of West’s cart & was placed at the top of the bank and the grass was so long & high, how frightened you were & how you cried…’


The oak-beamed three-storeyed cottage, ‘with rooks in the chimneys, frogs in the cellar, mushrooms on the ceiling, and all for three and sixpence a week’,3 still stands, in its half acre, down a steep bank in the centre of Slad. It was a T-shaped farmhouse of Cotswold stone, known as Bank Cottages (now ‘Rosebank’). The Lees were in the downstroke of the T, and two old ladies Mrs Waldron and Mrs Tyrrell – later Granny Wallon and Granny Trill in Cider with Rosie – shared the crosspiece, one living above the other in perpetual enmity. The windows, deeply recessed in thick walls with upright mullions, were screened by beech and yew trees. Only shafts of sunlight lit the dim interior. By night there were shadowy pools of lamp and candlelight. Somehow Annie found room for all seven children and herself to sleep, including the baby Tony in a cot, and the eldest Harold in a camp bed under a bookcase. Laurie and Jack shared the attic with the three older half-sisters.


‘Yes, when we went to that house in June 1917,’ Annie recalled, ‘I had so many happy brave young people to help me and it was beautiful weather – hot, sunny & dry & the flowers in the garden were blooming, oh it was lovely, syringa, lilac, roses & pansies & in a few days your Daddy (as he was then) came & hung up the pictures.’ But Reg, recalled to his regiment in Kent, never again returned to his family. When the war ended he joined the Civil Service, and would visit Slad only once or twice a year. He sent her £1 a week (‘Dear Nance – Herewith the usual – Yours, Reg’). In Jack’s view his fastidious father took his chance to escape from the messy household he had left behind. Besides, he became involved with his landlady, Mrs Reynolds, known as Topsy, in the southern suburbs of London.


So Annie was the pivot and focus of the boys’ lives: scatty, garrulous, emotional. ‘She was too honest, too natural for this frightened man,’ wrote Laurie, ‘too remote from his tidy laws. She was after all, a country girl: disordered, hysterical, loving. She was muddled and mischievous as a jackdaw. She made her nest of rags and jewels … and couldn’t have kept a neat house for her life.’4


Everyone who knew Annie mentioned her collection of mismatched china pieces, and the wild flowers in vases which filled her kitchen. Picking flowers for Annie was something all the village children did. She couldn’t sew or cook: her porridge was lumpy and her lentil soup was ‘like eating hot, rusty buttons’, Laurie said. But what she lacked in housewifery she made up for in artistry. She taught them to appreciate books. She made Laurie an observer of skies and spring leaves, and a lover of music and rhymes, stories and songs. From Annie came the creativity of Laurie and Jack.


She was known for her curiosity and neighbourliness, her obsessive letter-writing on tiny scraps of paper (she would spend hours in Stroud post office, which had a table and chairs for this purpose), her enthusiasm for picnics and her hopelessness with money. Every six months a cheque for ‘the Critchley money’ – dividends from the first wife’s family business – would arrive and save them from desperate straits. Laurie and Jack grew up with a horror of debt, having so often had to walk to Mr Dover’s to pay the rent, promising, ‘We’ll send the rest in a fortnight’s time.’ They also became fiercely punctual because of ‘the misery I endured when she sent me to hold the bus while she found her corsets’, Laurie said. Helen Thornton, daughter of the Slad vicar Cyril Broadley Hodson, remembered:




Everyone on the bus looked out for Mrs Lee, scrambling up the steep grass bank with the hook of her umbrella held aloft, so it would be seen before her head emerged, in a long black coat with a fitted waist, and black hat. She was known and loved by all – driver and passengers alike.





Helen’s mother, the vicar’s wife (who was incidentally Great-aunt Muriel to Joanna Trollope), befriended Annie. Both loved reading. ‘Mother would find Mrs Lee spreading newspapers over the wet kitchen floor, and as she couldn’t resist reading them, I think my mother sometimes had to finish the floor for her.’


But in the evenings, the boys would collect firewood and they would crowd round the fire, while Annie read or sang in the glow from the paraffin lamp. The death of her only daughter Frances, at four, made her sentimental about little girls; brothers and sons being ‘her lifetime’s lot’. Once the three helpful stepdaughters had gone (they all married in 1927), her shrieking increased; Laurie’s teenage diary is peppered with references to ‘Mother’s tongue’.


Diana Roper, Marjorie’s daughter, remembered visiting Annie’s cottage as a child:




We’d arrive from Stroud on the bus, down the bank through the overgrown garden, and there’d be a squawk: ‘I’m not expecting you!’ but she was always welcoming, in a navy or black soft dress with a white fichu or piece of lace, a silver chain, a scarf, a cameo. She smelled of Eau de Cologne. The house was filled with the scent of flowers and greenery.





Inside was a clutter of tables littered with books, vases, candles. She surrounded herself with things: piano, harmonium, piles of newspapers. ‘She always had something of interest – a newspaper cutting, a picture for her scrapbook, a piece of old netting so that I could dress as a bride.’ She gave Diana a Royal Academy catalogue of Dutch paintings with a note: ‘Study them all dear, specially Vermeer and Jacob Maris.’


Marjorie, Dorothy and Phyllis were comfort-givers and figures of fascination. Having inherited the beauty of their mother, Catherine Critchley, they would sail past the infant Laurie ‘like galleons in their busy dresses … How magnificent they appeared, those towering girls, with their flying hair and billowing blouses … At any moment one was … swung up high like a wriggling fish to be hooked and held in their lacy linen.’


The ending of the war seemed to Laurie inexplicable: ‘Oh the end of the war and the world! … and Mother had disappeared,’ he wrote of his infant panic. When Laurie’s account was published in Orion magazine in 1947, twelve years before it became the first chapter of Cider with Rosie, Annie read the article with maternal pride, but was stung by the reference to her absence, which might sound like negligence. She sat down and wrote Laurie her own account of why she had been away in London on that day in 1918 – ten closely written pages in which every moment of her absence was remembered in minutest detail. Her letter is worth quoting as it gives both the flavour of her personality, and her narrative skill:




As fortune would have it, in November 1918 I had a telegram from Auntie Hilda at Sittingbourne in Kent saying Uncle Fred my youngest brother was very ill in a hospital there & asking me to go to see him. Your Dad said Yes, of course Nance you must go, & travel up with me tomorrow, which I said I’d do, tho’ I felt a compunction about leaving you children alone. So I went with Dad and he left me somewhere on the journey & I went on alone, but was met by Hilda at the station, we went straight to the hospital, and I saw poor old Fred, but by that time he was on the mend, I was glad to see him & he was delighted to see me.


I heard from your father, we had letters on Sundays then, to meet him by the Fountains at Trafal. Square midday on Monday. There were rumours in the hospital of what was going to take place on the Monday … I arrived at Victoria Station exactly at 11 o’clock & my dear old Uncle Tom was outside the barrier waving his hat on his stick & three officers were on the platform walking along arm in arm & singing, and Uncle was beaming & he said, ‘It’s over Annie, it’s over! The war’s over my girl come along’ so he took me under his wing and what we saw when we got away from the station takes some describing. He took me to his home at Covent Garden, where was my dear Auntie Nell & Cousin Bess & we went to meet your Father at Trafalgar Square. It was lovely. My Uncle said ‘Look! the fountains have not played during the war’: but there they were playing once more. We went about seeing crowds and crowds of cheering people & in a minute or two your Dad came up to me. There were men selling flags & I bought one a French one, oh I hope it is not destroyed, as I am not sure myself where I put it … Your Dad took us to the Stoll Theatre in the evening & we heard speeches & wonderful music & patriotic songs, one being ‘Land of Hope & Glory’ another the Marseillaise, Dad, Bess & myself joining in – oh my heart the Tears start at the memory of it all. But I felt I must tell you why I was not at Slad with all you dear children. I wanted to be, but I was involved with them, Uncle, Aunt, Bess, travelling back to Stroud next day Nov 12th. I had sent a wire to Marjorie to ask her to meet me, with Eyers Waggonette. I said, ‘Order Eyers.’ Well, you all came to meet me, & I had a lot to tell you, and how glad I was to see all you dear little ones again & Marjorie had been so good. And Dorothy too. I often thought how cruel it was of me to leave you all – but I went to see poor Uncle Fred, that is how it all came about. So dear Laurie forget that bit. I would never have left you all otherwise, then I should have seen the happenings in Slad. Never say or think bad of me Laurie. I tried to be good, but there I’ll say no more. God bless you Ever Your Loving Mother.





Jack and Laurie grew up despising Reg, for deserting their mother, leaving her with two broods of his children. His photograph – ‘trim, haughty, with a badged cap and a spiked moustache: I confused him with the Kaiser,’ Laurie said – remained over the piano. ‘She waited for thirty years,’ Laurie wrote, of Annie’s desertion by Reg. ‘I don’t think she ever knew what made him desert her.’ But she certainly knew about Mrs Reynolds, ‘Auntie Topsy’, since Reg eventually brought her to Stroud with him when he visited his son Harold during the Blitz.


‘When I think Laurie of his cruel mean ways & how cruelly he treated you boys & neglected you all again & again, I could wring his neck. Yes I could…’ wrote Annie in 1945. ‘I cannot think how he can have the cheek & the impertinence to bring “Tots” or “Toots” to Stroud – dear Laurie enough of this.’ But when Reg died she was all forgiveness. ‘I grieve about him passing on before I ever could be reconciled to him, or to hear him speak kindly to me, for I always loved him.’


Annie usually preferred to remember the happy days. It was she who recalled all the details of life in Slad, the folk tales, the neighbours, the children’s songs, the way to make plum blackberry wine – and furnished Laurie with these details when he needed them. Her letters to him in the 1940s often contained oddments: ‘Mother sent me an assortment of cuttings – Borotra’s secret of youth, a picture of Painswick, and a 10-year-old article on Lloyd George.’ Annie had all the maternal virtues in abundance, but also the maternal deficiencies: she was increasingly needy and clinging, indulgent and sometimes self-deluding.


When Cider with Rosie came out in 1959, every critic singled her out as the dominant portrait. ‘Laurie Lee’s mother will be remembered long after Whistler’s mother has sunk into oblivion,’ wrote one.




It is to Mrs Lee – haphazard, lackadaisical, fanatically unselfish, tender, extravagant, with her love of finery, her unmade beds, her litters of unfinished scrapbooks … her remarkable dignity, her pity for the persecuted, her awe of the gentry … that this book belongs, rather than to the Rosie of the title.5





One critic ‘would willingly have swapped both my mother and my life for his mother and his life. He became a poet. How could he help it with a mother like that?’6 All agreed that Laurie had been ‘splendidly and richly mothered’.7


Laurie wrote to a friend in 1959:




I wish more people had known her, and I wish for her own modest sake that she had known how many ‘figures’ she had admired at her village distance – Harold Nicolson, V. Sackville-West, Cynthia Asquith, Priestley etc. – picked her out in their reviews of the book for a particularly affectionate mention. This would have knocked her sideways.8





Annie lived just long enough to see her two elder sons distinguish themselves: Jack as a film director, Laurie as a writer, ‘my Poet son’. When Laurie sent her The Bloom of Candles, dedicating it to her, ‘like a dear blind idiot’ she wrote, thanking him:




It was sweet of you & a tribute of love to your silly old mother who never could see an inch beyond her nose, or it would have been different for all of you – in fact there’d never have been a you or any of you – but there you are in the world, and though to me it does not seem true that you and your brothers have accomplished what you have, I’m thrilled and proud of you, bless you! You were such a dear little boy, loving & dreamy.
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A Steep Cotswold Valley


1918–1931





SLAD, OR THE Slad, originally the Slade, meaning stream, is an odd village, never picturesque in the postcard sense. The eponymous stream once divided the Domesday villages of Bisley and Painswick. Slad is half-hidden from view on the road from Birdlip to Stroud, which runs straight through the middle of it. But it sits in a green valley ‘more exotically lush than is decent to the general herbaceous smugness of the English countryside’9 in Laurie’s words; and the Cotswold motorist is diverted there by the signpost ‘Scenic Route’.


Laurie often said he had never wanted to romanticise rural life. ‘I was poor,’ he said. ‘Everybody was poor. It wasn’t all rising fields of poppies and blue skies. A large part of it was lashing rain; chaps walking round dressed in bits of soaking sacking, and children dying of quite ordinary diseases like whooping cough.’10 He did not name Slad in his book, but its identity was soon known. The stories he told – the murder of the braggart from New Zealand, the escape of Jones’s goat, ‘huge and hairy as a Shetland horse’, the Browns’ sad ending in the workhouse – were village legends. The schooldays he described were every village child’s. They all went hay-making in summer and carol-singing in the snow; played hop-scotch and tag, bowled hoops and whipped tops. They played quite safely in the middle of the road; they could see a horse and cart coming a mile away. ‘When we were kids,’ says a note in one of Laurie’s notebooks, ‘we used to light fires in the open and bake sparrows in coffee tins after first stuffing them with shredded coconut. They tasted chiefly of burnt feathers and coffee dust.’


There had once been prosperous cloth mills in the valley, until steam-driven machinery relocated the woollen business to the coal seams of the north. The 1880s had brought unemployment, poverty, migration. Slad’s last mill, in the corner of the village called the Vatch, employed 600 men, women and children until the 1890s when its chimney stack fell. What remains is a scattering of houses and farms on the valley’s slopes. There was no road through the valley until 1801. When Laurie was born, Lewis Eyers kept horses in stables next to the Woolpack inn, and his cart could take you to Stroud, two miles along the road. The first weekly bus arrived in 1924; soon there was Thorpe’s daily motor-bus. There was no gas or electricity, no drains or piped water; every cottage had a well.


There was a church and a chapel, a post office, two pubs – the Star and the Woolpack – and the Hut for penny dances, whist drives and mothers’ meetings, dominoes, darts, cards, billiards, and the Slad Players’ performances of comic songs and sketches. Slad’s one substantial house, the originally Jacobean Steanbridge House, was occupied by a benevolent squire, Samuel Gilbert Jones, who opened his garden for Sunday School treats, and his ponds for skating and fishing. A village woman acted as midwife, another would lay out the dead; there was a grave-digger, a pig-sticker and a dry-stone waller. Families often intermarried. Villagers bottled fruit, kept pigs and hens, trapped pigeons, collected kindling, fermented flowery wines, and bartered home-grown vegetables, eggs, rabbits and game. There was a heroic village cricket team. Life was intensely communal, with choir-outings, concerts and harvest festivals. Once a year the entire village went by charabanc to spend the day on the tidal muds of the Severn. Otherwise they just amused themselves. Laurie’s diary often records that he and Jack ‘hovered’ or ‘lurked’.


Laurie always said he was lucky to land here at the age of three, in a village community with a way of life still dominated by the horse, in a valley where 




life was a glass-bottomed boat, you could see through to all the details of life, animals, neighbours, and nothing was concealed, nothing got between us and the history of our neighbours, both tragic and comic, and we only had each other for entertainment.11





Laurie said he was born with a careworn face and developed into a tubby, square child with little red eyes, who stared and sniffed and was covered in warts and whose teacher called him Fat-and-Lazy. In fact the photographs show an average-sized, wart-free small boy who looks, like most small boys, adorable. But he suffered from the chronic ill-health that was to dog him all his life.


Framed in Laurie’s study is his first letter written to his mother at the age of ten in 1924, when she must have been away:




Dear Mother: How are you going on. The ride to Weston yesterday was lovely. When we got towards Bristol, we saw two ‘Bristol fighting Aeroplanes’. We had a lovely day there, except in sometimes the wind brought spray up from the sea. I bought some rock for the girls and daddy, and I got some for you when you came back. My legs pained ever-so when I came home. We saw the docks at Bristol three times. I went in Bristol Cathedral. While I am allright I think we shall have to stope here, or it will be too late for post.


From your loveing son, Laurie


XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.





A year later, Laurie was winning a prize in a Bird and Tree competition12 with an essay on ‘The Dabchick’, alias the grebe. He described how he watched a pair of grebe building a nest of reeds and ‘in a few days five white egges were layed’. Slad School’s headmistress, Miss P. M. Wardley, encouraged pupils to observe wildlife and enter this contest each year. Laurie said, of Slad School: ‘We learnt nothing abstract or tenuous there – just simple patterns of facts and letters, portable tricks of calculation, no more than was necessary to measure a shed, or read a swine-disease warning.’ But that basic grounding enabled Laurie at eleven to write clear, well-punctuated script. The three Lee boys spoke well too. Annie did not allow dialect or slang. They sang in the choir and acted in plays at the church hall, where the vicar’s daughter, Helen Thornton, remembered them in a sophisticated whodunnit, in raincoats and trilby hats.


When Laurie was thought lost in Spain during the Civil War in 1938, Jack sent him a letter reminiscing about their childhood haunts:




Do you remember how we used to float logs down ‘Joey’ stream as far as the ‘whirlypool’ and how we stopped up the drain by trying to float Harold’s boat through it? And those walks over to Painswick Beacon to lie on our stomachs and, shading our eyes from the afternoon sun, look out across the Glo’ster plain to that lovely line of the Malverns? … Sunny days those were. Strange and sad to think that those simple irresponsible joys (I deliberately forget the unhappy days) will never occur for us again.





At twelve, Laurie went to the Central Boys’ School in Stroud. Jack had gone the year before, but found it uncongenial, and Annie, who thought he was the bright one, accorded Jack the common privilege of the eldest son and sent him instead to the Marling School, a traditional grammar school on the Cainscross Road with a Latin motto over the front door. It was founded by the Marling family, owners of Vatch Mill. ‘Jack was at Grammar School, and his grammar was excellent,’ as Laurie drily wrote. Jack believed that this educational divide started a lifelong rift between the two brothers, hitherto so close, who had always done everything together.


Jack was in the sixth form when a local factory near Nailsworth, which made ‘Erinoid’ plastics from dried milk, asked the school to recommend a smart young man. He was chosen, in March 1930, to enter a career in factory management, cycling three miles home at three in the morning after the night shift.


Laurie’s notebook for 1928, when he was fourteen, the year at which his most famous memoir ends, is the commonplace book of a schoolboy who might easily have become an artist or a musician instead of a writer. It contains drawings and caricatures, and poems by Keats and Tennyson. There are pages headed ‘Books in my possession’ and ‘Books I have read’. He had long outgrown Annie’s collection of Penny Readers, and the days when, lent a book by a neighbour, he was astonished at the idea that he might read it: ‘I used it as a tunnel for my clockwork train.’13 Now he was reading almost exclusively Edgar Wallace. He lists fifteen pages of Wallace titles – Sanders of the River, Barbara on Her Own, The Four Just Men, The Man Who Knew etc. A list of Wallace’s ‘Criminal Books’ enumerates the murders in each. He practises Wallace’s signature. He lists his sets of cigarette cards. There are two short stories of his own, one about life in the trenches, one an account of helping a neighbour, Mrs Robinson, to fetch water from the spring as she is ‘having a stockbroker to tea’.


Another list is significant: ‘Concert and Dance Appointments’. Laurie at fourteen was in demand to play his fiddle at dances: twenty-two engagements between the autumn of 1928 and January 1930, mostly in Slad Hut, the recreation hall given to the village by the Misses Bagnall, who lived at the Old House with their donkey. Laurie’s trio, with Harold Iles on piano and Les Workman on drums, earned five shillings a night with free lemonade and buns. So the boy Laurie Lee was not quite the ‘turnip-faced grinning oaf’ he later alleged, but musical and artistic, good-natured, and very keen on keeping lists.


Laurie left the Central School at fifteen when – he claimed – Miss French said, ‘Off you go and I’m glad to get rid of you.’ But she taught him English, his best subject. Forty years later Laurie presented Miss French with a copy of Cider with Rosie at the Linden School, Gloucester, when she retired as head. She later wrote in the school magazine: ‘Our Speech Day this year, was quite an event, as we were honoured by the presence there, of Mr Laurie Lee, the Gloucestershire author and poet, who, incidentally, was an old pupil of mine.’ Laurie annotated this comma-crazed sentence in the margin: ‘My English mistress – hence my trouble with punctuation.’


Laurie’s life from fourteen to eighteen was dominated by his violin, known as Fritz, ‘after our old friend Kreisler’, and his bicycle called Oscar. His boyhood diary is full of rain-soaked cycle rides, often with a puncture ‘as wide as the mouth of a frog’. He had been taught the violin by a music teacher named Travis Cole who would cycle round the villages, selling lessons for sixpence. Jack remembered Cole’s starting refrain – ‘Up bow!’ – and ‘Don’t give your bow a penn’orth – give it the whole shilling’s worth.’ Laurie practised every night.




My three lovely half-sisters were very tolerant, but sometimes I used to hear a voice downstairs saying ‘Oh Mum does ’e ’ave to, ’e’s been on all night’ and it was time to wrap it up in my silk scarf and put it away. But they wouldn’t dream of knocking on the door … Those dear girls would never question my liberties.14





Two weeks before his sixteenth birthday, Laurie started work. ‘A pretty eventful year on the whole,’ noted Laurie of 1930, promising that if he continued the 1931 diary past March (last year’s record) he would treat himself to a bottle of Moët & Chandon at 17s 6d. A nephew and niece had been born; he had been to Worcester at Easter (‘bit of a washout’) and had visited Uncle Ray near Malvern. He had ordered a new nib for his Conway Stewart fountain pen, and Melody Maker monthly from Smith’s. ‘But the greatest event happened in June, the 12th to be exact – I started work. Messrs Randall & Payne, Chartered Accountants, 4 Rowcroft, Stroud is the firm that has been fortunate in securing my services.’


At the back of the diary Laurie noted: ‘I have met the following through the office’s medium: In order of importance they are:


Walter Richards Payne FCA – the Guv’nor.


Mrs Payne – his wife.


George Percival Leslie Hudson – junior partner.’


The list continued through articled clerks down to caretaker.


Laurie was the office boy at 10s a week. He would arrive on his bike, violin slung over his back. Sometimes he was towed uphill by the bus on the ride home, and he was constantly lashed by rain. He had to run errands, organise the post, make tea and write up the ledgers in a neat, cursive hand. The first Thursday each month was ‘postal orders, Directors’ Receipt book, green envelopes and gas company cheques’.


His immediate boss in the mahoganied, gas-lit office was irascible Teddy White, ex-Army Pay Corps, who terrorised the staff. Intolerant of anyone with artistic pretensions, White gave Laurie a hard time, I was told by Alan Payne, son of the chairman. Laurie’s poems on scraps of paper infuriated the obsessively tidy White.


Sometimes he would be sent out to get a signature.




Mr Payne having an attack of liver did not come to the office at all this afternoon. I had to go up to his house at 5 o’clock with some letters. I was shewn in by Cook, and after picking my way through divers leopard skins lying about the floor I knocked at Mr Payne’s room. He was sitting in front of a roaring fire in the comfortable drawing room. It has pictures, prints, & china plates hanging on the walls & it is sparsely but tastefully furnished. Myriads of small dogs were rushing about the room. If this is the way Chartered Accountants do themselves I shall have to see about it.





‘Mr Payne is a gentleman,’ he noted Pooterishly. ‘I saw him in Gloucester and he put himself out to wave to me.’ But after a few months there Laurie considered himself ‘not a very good business person because I think of too many damn things at once’. If the books did not balance, he had to stay behind and chase up the missing money: ‘one of Fate’s buffets’.


‘How does anything exciting happen in a blasted office?’ Laurie asked himself. Miss Lewis prattled of an aunt who read fortunes in tea-leaves. Colleagues argued about the merits of chapel-going. One of the clerks suggested that they design an office crest: ‘Mr Hudson proposed three pencils rampant on a field of blue ink.’ There was excitement on 23 October, however. ‘Mrs P. R. Goddard, wife of the fellow who won the £1,000 Crossword Puzzle in The People, came into the office and brought his cheque. I had the job of cashing it.’


After work he could double his salary by teaching the fiddle to villagers. He had three students: Mrs Twining, Mrs Munby and Kenny Oakey, a young lad with a good ear. And he was always practising for the next concert or church bazaar with Harold and Les. ‘Out all evening to play dance music. Started off with “William Tell” and we did let it rip. Our best tune is “You will remember Vienna”.’ Afterwards he would roll home with the moon, Oscar and Fritz. He also bought a ukulele, ‘as much in need of a second instrument as a good dinner is in need of a second vegetable’. On the crystal wireless set he listened to Henry Hall and the Savoy Orpheans, Jack Payne and other big bands, and Albert Sandler’s classical concerts (Laurie wrote for his autograph). He discovered Schubert and Beethoven. A Wagner prom cast him into a blank depression, but Der Rosenkavalier from Covent Garden impressed him, though he could not understand a word. ‘After tea wrote a little, read a little, drew a little. Listening as I write to a beautiful selection of Mendelssohn.’ He saw and enjoyed his first Gilbert & Sullivan, The Pirates of Penzance. He and Jack went into Stroud to buy an HMV gramophone: ‘Mother signed on the dotted line and the thing was ours. There were a couple of records thrown in which I chose with great felicity: Dances from Henry VIII by German, and Haydn’s Serenade played by Albert Sandler.’


The eighteenth of November 1931 was an auspicious date. He went to the White Horse Inn at Painswick to audition, and was engaged by Arthur Swain and his Blue Rhythms, for two dances. Laurie analysed his fellow musicians: Arthur the pianist ‘a good fellow, not overloaded with intellect, but musical ability brilliant’, Alvin the tenor sax ‘superior to the others where the grey matter is concerned’, Ernie on trumpet ‘quite a stout fellow but will never suffer from brainstorms’, and Tony on the banjo ‘the blight, the prize wart of the show. Excessively presumptuous.’




 





Like any teenage boy Laurie was not disposed to lyricise the colourful qualities of his mother. (‘I gave her a lot of silence in my teens … didn’t talk to her enough, or listen when the others had gone away in her life,’ he later said.15) ‘Mother has been talking at full speed for the last hour. It does get on your bally nerves.’ Annie would shriek and scream whenever torrential rain swept down the bank. It is a very sheer drop, at the mercy of floods, and Jack remembered quaking with fear as water, leaves and twigs hurtled down. But in the garden Annie could ‘order the earth to bloom with a royal wave of her hand while we boys did the heavy digging’, Laurie recalled.16


There was in the tiny cottage, even with only four occupants after Harold had gone and the sisters all married, considerable commotion. ‘The house was most uncomfortable. What with the weather, the muddle, my stiff neck & mother’s tongue it was hell!’ They had a dog called Rover that kept running away; the water did not always boil for the tin bath. ‘House and mother in a state of chaos. She was getting ready to go to London, and she had about four hours work and about thirty minutes to do it in. I tried to help but things got worse so I oiled out. Mother invariably breaks things when she’s flustered.’ ‘Had a hell of a row with J[ack] this morning & let him have a few home truths. He is a damn prig at times & thinks he’s so superior with his big talk.’


At weekends Annie and her boys would visit the sisters, aunts and cousins for tea or Sunday dinner: ‘about half a hundredweight of potatoes … marrowfat peas, and some slices of ham cut thick. I have never been so fat in my life.’ When they visited Uncle Charlie, the forester, they admired his tree nursery where hundreds of tiny beech, ash and larch trees were planted in close rows ‘like radishes’ in 1930–31. Today, Uncle Charlie’s giant beech trees overhang the winding road from Bull’s Cross into Slad.


Laurie was receptive to the natural scene, the call of the cuckoo and the state of the moon, a lifelong fascination and an inspiration to purple his prose. ‘The sun shines shame-facedly from an imperial sky mottled with small fleecy clouds … But it deserves some homage, for like the hand of an invisible artist, it touches the trees with a riot of burning copper…’ ‘Cycled back over Horsepools & strove to appreciate the serene majesty of the plain. It is peerless just now. Ridges of trees veering away to the blue distance and the coppery Malverns.’ He adopted the descriptive style of whichever author he had borrowed from the public library. He had yet to discover Dickens, Lawrence and Joyce. He found Priestley’s The Good Companions engrossing; it is touching to read Laurie’s analysis of Priestley’s skill in conjuring up a smoky industrial town when, twenty-five years later, Priestley was the critic loudest in praise of Cider with Rosie. But mostly Laurie loved Jeffery Farnol, Sax Rohmer and Warwick Deeping. ‘Deeping is a master of similes,’ he discovered, and promptly began peppering his prose with similes. ‘I woke up feeling as sleepy as a library lizard this morning’ … ‘I’m as miserable as Inge the Dean, but so is the weather’ … ‘found that the bike tyre I had mended so judiciously yesterday was as flat as a biscuit’ … ‘The depression increases as I feel as misplaced as a stick of garlic in a cherry trifle.’


Under the influence of All Quiet on the Western Front, he tries writing in the historic present. ‘This morning I go for a walk up Scrubs way … This afternoon a man comes up from the Infirmary to tell Mother that Grandfather is very ill. Jack sets off to Woodchester to tell Uncle Tom, while I cycle up to Uncle Sid’s. Cycle down the Painswick Rd to the bowl of the valley where I explore a ruined manor…’


(His grandfather Light dies the next day.)


When the cinema arrived in Stroud and Gloucester, Laurie went every week. He saw Douglas Fairbanks Jr in The Dawn Patrol, Jack Buchanan and Jeanette MacDonald in Monte Carlo and Rudy Vallée in The Vagabond Lover. His favourite film actress was Madeleine Carroll, ‘my idea of the perfect Jeffery Farnol heroine’.


He wrote letters to a girl called Pat Robinson, a friend of his sisters, who became a kind of mentor. She lived with her elderly mother in Birmingham and sent him The Hunchback of Notre Dame for his seventeenth birthday in June, a month of rain: ‘Bengal climate: sodden grass, mud, dripping trees, and June the month of roses and sweet-smelling hay is turned to a month of November-like gales, of postponed cricket matches and washed out fêtes.’


As Laurie later said, the village was small, in half a mile of valley, but the details of its life seemed enormous. In April 1931 the first telephone was installed in the Slad post office, and soon Laurie recorded: ‘This lunchtime I did something that I have never done before. I had vocal intercourse with an inhabitant of Slad, without being at Slad. In short, I rang Mrs Oakey.’ On 26 April, ‘We filled in the Census form tonight. An historical event.’ In May a new vicar, the Revd Cyril Hodson, arrived. On Election Day, 31 October, when the National Government was formed, ‘Mother polled for Perkins (Con) whose majority was 16,500.’


They watched Farmer Webb catching rabbits with a ferret; were awakened at 4 a.m. by the bloodcurdling howls of foxes from the garden; went to a rummage sale and got ‘a Slazenger tennis racquet, a good pair of skates, an operatic record and a couple of tennis presses for one and sixpence’. They played whist and quoits for penny stakes. One night a policeman stopped him for not having his bicycle lamp on: ‘First time in my life I got to grips with the law.’ On summer evenings Laurie and Jack would play strenuous tennis ‘with Eileen and other gentry’. They cycled to fairgrounds and air shows. If it rained Laurie painted ‘a fair lady from a Farnol novel’ or ‘a portrait of Jack which I shall call Adonis reclining’. On the day of the Whitsun treat, Laurie had tea with the vicar and considered himself a ‘social success’. Mostly they just loitered with other boys at Bulls Cross, a mile up the road, and ‘spouted rot’.


Life seemed crowded with noteworthy incident. On 26 May Laurie saw his first elephant, from a local circus. ‘It was a flabby worn-out looking thing rather like a perishing bicycle tyre – but it was an elephant.’ On 19 September he saw giraffes, gorillas, lions and bears, on the chara outing to Bristol Zoo. On Derby Day, 3 June, in the office sweepstake Laurie won six shillings, having drawn the favourite, Cameronica.


He purchased, as he put it, a new suit of clothes.




The waistcoat is a glorious thing, double-breasted with lapels. The trousers are long and baggy. The coat has one button and is also very natty. Each day I feel conscious of the saw that Hepworths publish in its truth – ‘Clothes make the man.’ J and I went to church this morning, rather staggered Lionel Ballinger with our sartorial glory.





And then there were girls: ‘the maiden situation’.




The Clarks lass is a nice girl although a trifle fast which of course to the uncynical is no handicap. The one in Woolworths merits closer attention by the connoisseur but is a trifle childish. The two Aldridges from the typewriting school are in every way eligible but unresponsive. And there are a few miscellaneous ones hanging about who would go like fire at a little attention – such fields to conquer.





He was half envious of Jack who was bold enough to take girls to the pictures: ‘An awfully prosaic idea of love-making don’t you think so brother Farnol? But still under the influence of a glance of coquetry or at the sight of red lips and a trim waist we all do it.’ Jack would ‘make love’ – flirting and lovemaking meant the same thing in those days – to the Hogg sisters, who could throw seductive over-the-shoulder glances like Pola Negri, and would call at the Lee cottage on the slightest pretext. (‘A fine thing, a sofa,’ Laurie discovered.) Girls would inquire for him at the office, but he was indifferent; then on 31 March an invitation came from a girl named Peggy for Easter weekend, and Laurie danced a jig. But Laurie and Peggy merely played ping-pong. ‘I may as well hermetise,’ he concluded.


Jeffery Farnol romances taught Laurie about the joys of ‘yearning’, and also the indulgence of over-writing. ‘As I strode along between the dark hedgerows feeling the gritty road crunch beneath my feet … a great longing seized me to attain “the Ideal” – and then an owl hooted and this mournful sound seemed to accentuate the seeming hopelessness of my yearning.’


That summer Laurie first found the Whiteway Colony, two miles from Slad, between Sheepscombe and Miserden. A girl named Margery, from the typing school above his office, took him there. The colony had been founded by the Tolstoyan Anarchists, a group of liberal-minded schoolteachers, clerks and shop assistants who bicycled out from Croydon on a hot summer’s day in 1898, inspired by Leo Tolstoy’s Utopian ideals. In Gloucestershire they could buy land at £7 an acre. They ceremonially burnt the title deeds and built wooden houses, each in one acre with no fences.


The colonists rejected marriage, grew fruit and vegetables, threw pots, knitted and wove, organised camps, buried their own dead, and ran a school which ‘encouraged initiative and natural abilities’. Women wore white smock dresses, men sandals, shorts, beards. In 1901 one of the colonists, a young baker named Sudbury Protheroe, appeared at Stroud court charged with indecency, having been out on the highway in his shorts when he unluckily met the disapproving vicar of Bisley, the Revd Herbert Edgecumbe Hadow. The Whiteway Colony was much visited by left-wing intelligentsia, including Malcolm Muggeridge. Descendants of the original colonists still flourish, in the much-improved wooden houses.


At Whiteway Laurie was invited to vegetarian suppers and watched the colonists doing folk dancing in the colonnaded village hall, a former sanatorium. It was also the venue for Esperanto classes, play-readings, lectures, and meetings of the Peace Pledge Union: during the Spanish Civil War, Whiteway accommodated a dozen Republican refugees. Laurie joined the Whiteway Club and went to their gramophone recitals to hear Richard Tauber or Paul Robeson, and played at their Saturday dances, for which he designed posters after the style of Picasso. Whiteway gave him his first smattering of politicisation. It was there that he met the composer Benjamin Frankel, and the mysterious ‘Cleo’ who was to feature in As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning.


Laurie was not the untravelled youth he later made out. (In a 1992 radio interview he claimed he’d never even been to Tetbury, eight miles away, until he was nineteen.) In fact he cycled long distances – Birmingham had ‘the biggest Woolworths I’ve ever seen’ – and motored with an uncle and aunt in a car named ‘Matilda’ to Stratford, Warwick and Leamington Spa. On 23 August he set off to cycle to Oxford, a colleague having bet him a shilling that he couldn’t get there in under 3 and a quarter hours. He reached sister Dorothy’s in time for dinner. Jude-like, he went to the Cathedral service the next day, visited Worcester College and Magdalen Tower, sketched New College and St John’s, went to the Radcliffe Camera, and to the Electra cinema to see Min and Bill.


The day after his seventeenth birthday (‘Meagre post’) he reported: ‘Self clearly at a dead end. The range of hills, low, breathing mystery; the rolling plain, stretching away to the blue haze in the Midlands, emitting Romance & a poignant suggestion of what might have been.’


But Boxing Day 1931 ‘will go down in my history as a day of varied experiences. Of sport, rustic boredom, middle-class bliss, domestic complications and moreover an idyll.’ He had watched Earl Bathurst’s hounds meet, seen Cirencester beat North Cerney 2–1 at football, walked on the ‘blasted heath’, and after some discord at home, spent the evening with Hilda Simpson and her family. ‘It was about 11 o’clock that the idyll was enacted. It was an experience that I shall never forget.’ (This was probably Laurie’s first kiss.) ‘This week has made history but such history that I can keep to myself.’


Two items in his 1931 diary are worth remarking. ‘There was a fire along London Road yesterday,’ Laurie noted, ‘and the owner came in to claim today as expected for their monthly fire. The insurance money will carry them on for a bit I suppose & then the can of petrol will be brought out again.’ (This is the origin of the ‘piano factory fire’ in Cider with Rosie that caused Laurie to be sued for libel thirty years later.) And on 15 April he reported on ‘the Spain trouble’. ‘King Alfonso abdicated & left Spain in a warship for an unknown destination … Learnt that Alfonso has gone to France & there’s a hell of a row in Madrid, but more scrapping is going on at Barcelona.’ These were the earliest rumblings of the unrest that developed into the Spanish Civil War.


One other event from Laurie’s childhood, recorded in Cider with Rosie, cannot be overlooked. He was knocked down by a bicycle, one dark night in 1924, which may have been what triggered his epilepsy. Of all his childhood ailments, the two-day concussion after the accident had the deepest impact. ‘That blow in the night,’ he writes, ‘scarred me, I think, for ever – put a stain of darkness upon my brow and opened a sinister door in my brain, a door through which I am regularly visited by messengers whose words just escape me, by glimpses of worlds I can never quite grasp, by grief, exultation, and panic…’ At that time, epilepsy was untreatable and regarded as a mental illness, carrying a stigma of enduring shame for those afflicted by it. Epilepsy is common, mysterious and, even today, frightening. Though Laurie’s was manageable, much of his secretive behaviour could be explained by his anxiety about imminent oblivion and loss of control, which he feared more than anything.


Laurie’s affliction – Julius Caesar’s ‘falling sickness’ – was shared with many writers of genius: Byron, Dr Johnson, Flaubert, Dostoevsky (who described the ‘state of startling illumination and euphoria’ before an attack) and Edward Lear, who kept his ‘terrible demon’ a secret except from his diaries. Edward VIII’s and George VI’s youngest brother John was an epileptic, kept away from his family and out of public view. Those close to Laurie knew about his epilepsy, but throughout his life he strove to keep it a secret from the world at large.


On 11 June 1931, ‘I’ve learnt more in this one year of the things that matter,’ he noted, ‘than I did in five years of school life.’
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‘The well-loved stranger’


1932–1934





‘I DID PRETTY well,’ Laurie said, looking back fifty years. ‘I had a golden blond, vulnerable, idealistic face. Women cosseted me. I had an open face which said “love me” and I was enveloped by love.’17 Like many men at that time (and indeed since), he found female intellect unnerving. Yet the girls who were drawn to him were intelligent, well-read, and keen to encourage a poetic youth.


At seventeen Laurie was considered good-looking in a vaguely artistic way: less exquisite than Rupert Brooke, but of that fair type, with a heavy lock of hair falling over the forehead and a wide, full-lipped, sensual mouth. He also had effortless charm. His brother Jack found him a hard act to compete with.




He could paint, he could write, he was a musician and a damn good one. And I was none of these things. He was a poet. It gives you a romantic aura, doesn’t it. It was very tough for me, plodding away at my factory. Laurie lived on a wave of effervescence.





With Laurie, girls felt free to talk about the moon rising from behind a hill, or the scent of rain-washed lilac. ‘It’s beautifully easy to write to you!’ wrote one, waxing lyrical about a springtime walk through the Golden Valley, with its mist of bluebells, and banks bright with primroses. Laurie matched in kind their pantheistic outpourings. ‘You who can see beauty & put down what you feel about it, should offer praise to Heaven for those gifts,’ they told him.


This chorus of encouragement came from two bright sisters, Molly and Betty Smart. They were cousins of Arthur Swain, the jazz pianist whose band Laurie had joined in 1931. They lived in a semi-detached villa named Annesbrook in suburban Gloucester. Theirs was a happy, cultivated family; their mother, known as ‘Lady’, was invincibly cheerful; their father was an avid reader and an excellent musician. Molly, black-haired and green-eyed, and five years older than Laurie, wrote: ‘I think you & I are going to be very firm friends – fellow conspirators.’ It was a kind of threat. She taught in the village school at Hillesley, and wrote poetry herself. She sent him her verses for his critical comments, addressing him as ‘Laurielee’ because ‘your names together make music & separately they don’t. I love musical names, don’t you?’


But the irrepressible Betty, at sixteen, was the first to fall in love with Laurie. She wrote, during a Latin lesson at her school, Ribston Hall in Gloucester, thanking him for sending Jeffery Farnol’s novel Peregrine’s Progress, a romantic saga which he had found entrancing, and which modern youth would find unreadable. It tells of a well-born boy of nineteen, wandering the countryside learning the tinker’s trade and falling in love with Diana, a wild gypsy maiden.


Betty saw Laurie as a perfect Peregrine, the Farnol hero, ‘oblivious of the world and its narrow-minded conventions, finding his poetry in the stars, his philosophy of life in the great tall trees … D’you know what Peregrine means? Wanderer! Isn’t it great. Cheer-ho, Betty.’


Laurie and Betty’s first encounter had been at the White Horse pub in Painswick, run by the Smart girls’ aunt Georgie, mother of Arthur Swain. ‘Three things I noticed before tea,’ Betty later wrote. ‘You could talk English without murdering the grammar; you loved your music; and you were saying to yourself “Hmmm – an empty-headed little ass. Thinks of nothing but boys & dress & amusements.” This made me horribly self-conscious, and I became gayer & more empty-headed.’


Their friendship flourished through reading Farnol, or 1066 And All That, aloud on Sunday walks; and through going to village hops. ‘Was your last dance a success, with lots of pretty girls bringing you sausage rolls?’ Betty would ask. ‘Molly and I are going to a leap year dance on the 29th. The ladies choose their partners, and everyone wears a mask until midnight. Doesn’t it sound thrilling? Lady Molly hopes your elder brother will be present.’ Jack and Laurie made a non-aggression pact over girls, so Jack steered clear of Betty though she was the prettier sister. Betty would report to Laurie about the ‘topping floor and the marvellous band’, and the fact that ‘half the fellows were squiffy’. Later she reported that their mother had overheard this conversation.


‘1st fair damsel: Who’s that young fellow playin’ the fiddle?


2nd fair damsel: That be Laurie Lee.


1st fair damsel: Laurie Lee, eh. What do a do?


2nd fair damsel: ‘E don’t do nothin’. ‘E be on the dowel.’


Betty soon progressed to invoking D. H. Lawrence, ‘who seems to know women uncommonly well’. After seeing Laurie, Betty would lie awake, dreaming, like the heroine of The Virgin and the Gypsy, ‘and it seems to her that all her form is outlined as with molten metal. I have often felt the same way.’


Meanwhile Molly was sending frank criticisms of Laurie’s poems: one ‘hackneyed’, one with scansion askew, one crude. But she also told him: ‘Don’t ever stop writing Laurie … Your lightness of touch is remarkable. I envy your colour of phrase (and I’m too conceited to envy most people).’ Laurie promptly destroyed the offending poems, eliciting paroxysms of grief from Molly. ‘Why oh why did you burn your poems? How can you be a fellow conspirator if you burn the evidence of your crimes?’ Betty, she reported, was ‘very put out’ at his sending his poems to Molly. ‘She said you are her friend, before you are mine, and stalked out of the room waving a toothbrush and towel threateningly.’ Then, Betty told Laurie, ‘Molly has of course written a poem about your poem’. She had too.


His poem was ‘I dreamed of you’ and fifty years later Laurie could still quote it verbatim. ‘I dreamed of you one April night … when the moon in silv’ry splendour bright … hung poised in a realm of clouds…’ He told an interviewer that he had written it pushing a bike up Painswick Hill, and had never written it down.18 But he did: and he also kept Molly’s poem ‘Reaction’, subtitled ‘On “I dreamed of you”’. (‘How can I write/When through my dazzled mind/Your magic phrases dance?’)


Molly was curious to know if the ‘delightfully Farnolish nymph of the woods’ in Laurie’s poems really existed: if he’d lost his heart at seventeen, she warned, he would regret it, as she had done the same. ‘It isn’t pleasant to go through life without a heart.’ (Molly had just ended her romance with Martin Matthias, a classics undergraduate at Balliol. She had written a poem called ‘Departure’ about that.) In 1933 both Molly and Laurie had poems published in the Gloucester Citizen: Laurie’s ‘Jazz’, and Molly’s ‘Haresfield’. ‘Isn’t it topping?’ wrote Betty. ‘Please address my sister as THE Miss Smart (famous 20th-century poet). I just love the people I love to be appreciated by others. Isn’t life glorious? Least, it is for me.’


Clearly, Betty was a Pollyanna, but as Molly described her in ‘Betty: A Sketch’ (girlish laughter in her soft brown eyes, etc.), she was also wise beyond her years, kind to tramps, and ‘seemed to find goodness in everything’. (She was still finding goodness in everything to the end of her days.) Laurie renamed Betty ‘Helen’; and she took to calling Laurie ‘Euryalus’ after the warrior of Virgil’s Aeneid. Laurie looked him up and discovered he was beheaded. (‘Silly boy, it was his life that mattered, & anyway, he was brave.’) Seeking other mythological models, Betty reinvented Laurie as a verray parfit Arthurian knight, saving damsels, and told their story as an idyll.




One day, she was introduced to a young musician, whose mouth proclaimed him a poet, an idealist or a cynic. He turned out to be all three … The young musician was searching for a peerless creature, a Diana … On a cold evening, with a half-mad moon racing the stars, the young musician took his lady in his arms and told her that he loved her. The whole world was theirs. It was truly a night of magic. They loved – it was enough. Their love grew & autumn glowed with the beauty of it.





Betty never forgot that night, 10 October 1933, when Laurie kissed her and said, ‘God knows I love you, Helen.’ (‘Bless his heart, it was a fantasy,’ she recalled. ‘But a fantasy we wove together.’) At sixteen she had their life together mapped out. They would be marvellously happy.




O Laurie, a little cottage and a wireless and a grammy and books and each other. Let’s go scrounging round lots of funny little shops & plan & pretend & dream. And let’s go to the Cathedral. We’ve got to go on being companions … and Laurie, when you realise that I’m an ordinary mortal after all, be generous, for always I will be, as you have named me, Helen, your Diana.





She conjured up scenes of domestic bliss in their cottage with blue and white china and an inglenook. She would darn his socks and bustle about, while he would dig the garden – ‘lavender and rosemarie, hollyhocks & lilies-of-the-valley & violets & roses, delphiniums & sweet peas, & clumps of lupins’ and write poetry. A blue-eyed baby boy named Keith Allen would




warm his little pink toes on the fender, gravely watching the flames, as he listens to your tale … I want Keith Allen to see the loveliness all around him … Should I send him to an elementary school? I want him to meet every class of boy & girl, but he shall never go to Oxford, even if I have sacks of money.





Laurie was not yet repelled by these sentimental fantasies. He suggested ‘low oak beams and fire dogs’. ‘I should like them too,’ Betty responded at once, ‘and infinitely comfortable chairs with lots of cushions and wide arms. Long windows that stand open all day. I want trees outside, and laughter and peace within. I want cool green dresses for myself and huge ridiculous hats.’


Probably contemplating future domesticity from his office in Stroud, Laurie confided to Betty his black moods, the weary dissatisfaction of working at a futile job, his desire to escape. She wrote consolingly to ‘My very own dear darling’. These moods would pass, she said, if he overcame his cynicism. His life was not futile. The people around him had dreams too. She loved the Slad valley as he did: why leave it?


For all her dreaminess, Betty was a girl of some insight and sensibility. She admired Laurie’s scorn for convention, his determination to ‘go for it’, and his ability to ‘take a whack and get up again’. She knew that ‘first love is often not last love’ and that both were really ‘in love with love’. Poets were fickle and sought the ideal woman.




Beloved, you told me you would always love me, but you won’t … Things I do and say will begin to irritate you beyond measure. But for my part Laurie I do love you, and on Friday I was aching for you to come and fold your arms round me and kiss me and kiss me and not stop.





And when Laurie accused her of preferring his letters to him, she said it was true: he, like her, was typically English, less self-conscious on paper. When they met, she would adopt a pose of casual flippancy, while Laurie affected a morose reserve.


Meanwhile Laurie was being advised by his older penfriend Pat, now an ambitious secretary in Birmingham. She encouraged Laurie in self-improvement – why not enter the poetry competitions in the Birmingham Post? Her mother had won half a guinea for an essay. Pat shared Laurie’s appreciation of Rupert Brooke and John Drinkwater, and advised him to read Somerset Maugham and the plays of John Van Druten. Her drama group were doing Shaw’s You Never Can Tell; would he get it from the library and give his opinion?


‘And now about your verse: please don’t be hurt, but your short poem brought to mind Herrick’s “Whenas in silks my Julia goes”. I don’t like “sea” being made to rhyme with “worthily”. The ending “ly” should always have the short vowel sound.’ But when Laurie did have a poem published in the Birmingham Post, and an essay on platonic friendships, Pat (his platonic friend) was ‘most awfully pleased and proud’.


Laurie plainly allowed Pat, who was involved in a lesbian relationship with a girl named Phyl, to be a mentor. He requested guidance from her about his ‘Helen’. Pat understood because she loved her Phyl as he loved his Helen who sounded ‘a delightfully winsome little creature – almost faunlike’. She marvelled that having played cricket with the boy Laurie, and nursed him through ‘the Edgar Wallace stage’, she should now be his confidante. But she warned him sternly against going too far. Just because he read books he must not consider himself a man of the world. And although ‘kind and sensitive almost to a fault’ he must not ‘live in a world of dreams & lovely thoughts’.




My dear, I wonder how old this girl is. And I wonder how much you know of all the dangers and responsibilities … This is your first experience of love: don’t risk sullying its beauty. Did you hear about my cousin Eric, who was rushed off to a registry office? He was weak; you are not. Waiting is hard, but you must. Do you realise how advanced you are for your years?





Laurie invited her to Slad for a weekend. Pat’s mother thought this ‘improper’, so Annie wrote too. That weekend, they talked until Laurie fell asleep in Pat’s arms. He confided that Betty’s father had discouraged her from seeing him. Laurie had had a seizure one day in the Smarts’ sitting room while playing Handel’s ‘Largo’; he suddenly went rigid and fell on the floor. Afterwards Betty’s father asked her not to see Laurie again, arguing that there was no future for them, and that he was only thinking of her happiness. But Betty was defiant. They plotted a holiday together in a caravan at the seaside. ‘Doesn’t it sound too utterly delicious? Waking in the morning & dashing down to a deserted beach in a bathing costume?’ But the Smart parents vetoed it. Betty wrote:




When I said that it was a damned shame that we couldn’t go away with you, mother replied, ‘Betty, we want none of that language in this house if you please.’ I retired crestfallen. Later however, Mother was carrying a pile of plates from the dining room to the scullery, and managed to drop one, and a well-seasoned ‘Bugger!’ rent the air.





In June, the month of his nineteenth birthday (1933), Laurie and his brother Tony did go away with the sisters (with Pat and Phyl too), to camp at Stratford. They saw Richard II. They borrowed a punt from the managing director of the Daimler factory, who took a liking to them. They played Debussy’s L’Apres-Midi d’un Faune on a wind-up gramophone. There was a thunderstorm, and a rainbow, and dozens of nightingales descended on the Avon and sang. Molly’s poem about Laurie at Stratford began:








So I have left you there


(O Beautiful and young)


Among the willows and the dragonflies.


Your gold hair flung


From off your brow. And where


The slowly reddening sunset lies


Upon the stream, I’ll find


Your soft desirous mouth…











Molly later confessed that she had fallen hopelessly in love with Laurie on ‘that mad magic night’.




Remember how wet the grass was under our tennis shoes – and how shy the nightingales were at first? And how heavy the night air was with the scent of syringa – and how a fish made a sudden splash in the silence – remember? Whatever happens Laurie, whether we grow old and lose our sense of beauty – we shall have this to remember, and there’s no one else I could have shared that night with as I shared it with you. I was so utterly grateful to you for not attempting to kiss me – any other man would have – bless you for that Laurie dear.





Laurie could flirt with Molly because he had suggested a breathing space with Betty; and anyway he had now met a more exotically pretty girl who was far more exotic than the Smarts, with dark curly hair and a charming smile. Sophia Rogers, known as ‘Sufi’, had moved to Slad from Buenos Aires with her English father and Spanish mother. In one respect, Sufi influenced Laurie’s life most of all, because (as he said later in life) the reason he went to Spain was that ‘a girl in Slad from Buenos Aires taught me a few words of Spanish’.19 This sounded most unlikely, but in fact that is exactly what happened.


Ethel Rogers, landlady of the Fortune’s Well guest-house at Sheepscombe, had a brother named Alfred, who had gone out to Argentina as an accountant with the railway company Ferrocarril Central Cordoba. In Buenos Aires Alfred met a Spanish girl, Serafina, and married her in Montevideo. They had five sons and one daughter, Sufi. In 1933, Alfred retired and brought his Argentine family to settle near their Sheepscombe relations, in a new bungalow named Overdale, just below Bulls Cross in Slad.


Richard, Sufi’s youngest brother, remembered that his father had met Laurie in the Woolpack where they discussed poetry. Laurie began visiting their bungalow and would go out walking with Sufi – but the Rogers parents insisted that Richard, aged eleven, should chaperone them. ‘Laurie was a joyful person,’ Richard recalled. ‘A nice chap, and very handsome. Sufi tried to teach him how to speak some words in Spanish…’


Laurie said, fifty years later, in an interview:20 ‘If only I’d known at eighteen that those strange, complicated, romantical, remote, mysterious creatures who dominated my waking and my sleeping were quite simple and uncomplex after all. Girls! … they sustained me in a state of anguish and torment.’ But his naivety had been fruitful: the unattainability of girls was the source of all his juvenilia. ‘And who knows, without such practice I might not have got into Pseuds’ Corner in Private Eye.’


Betty found the two-month separation unbearable. She wrote in July to say what ‘awful mutts’ they had been: they could conquer any obstacle. Her parents had been married twenty-five years, and each would be lost without the other. ‘There’s romance in their lives, which we with our rather scornful idealistic view failed to see.’


On the second anniversary of their meeting, Laurie wrote to Betty, now studying for her School Certificate, and she replied with renewed conviction:




You are in your nineteenth, I in my seventeenth year. We are going to come through this with our chins decidedly up. I am convinced that there never was such a love as ours, and never will be. I’m exactly the sort of woman to make you happy. In fact I’m the woman. The world is before us, demanding to be explored. My youth is dedicated like a poem to you, full of vigour and beauty and great thoughts and tears and ringing laughter and music. I’m full to my finger-tips with life … and tonight my warrior Euryalus, I love you.





Molly was meanwhile lending Laurie records, recommending books, discussing Burne-Jones, whose paintings of beautiful pre-Raphaelite faces Laurie thought ‘repetitive’. ‘Doesn’t the same thing apply to every artist?’ argued Molly. ‘Your D. H. Lawrence (egoist that he is) tells his own story over and over again – a different name but always it’s the same character.’


Early in 1934 Molly the aspiring writer went to train as a nurse in Birmingham. She found it sickening to be surrounded by malformed, broken bodies, and gangrenous limb stumps rotting from venereal disease. She longed to lean against the wet bark of trees again. The flowers in the wards, ‘great stiff daffodils’, could not compare with the wild ones in Newent woods. She was a lark shut up in a cage. By April she had decided to fail her exams, though guilty about the fees her parents had paid, and dreaded going home as the prodigal daughter. But she must leave this sordid life or go stark mad. At the same time she was encouraging Laurie to get away himself.


‘Laurie Lee, why don’t you clear out of Stroud? You’re simply wasting your time, and you’ll never be content there. Even if you don’t find happiness you’ll at least be living.’


In May 1934, Laurie had decided he would go to London. Pat wrote approvingly: ‘And so Piping Peter is going to town?’ He would be broadened by seeing life outside his native village, and might do great things. ‘Goodbye my dear. Our friendship is one of the loveliest things in my life. Through you, and in stumblingly trying to help you, I have found such happiness…’


Laurie left behind other broken hearts. One Rita Louise, whom he had invited to go with him, wrote: ‘Laurie dear, This must be the end. I have no regrets, no reproaches, and last weekend will always be wonderful to me. But I can’t break away … Do understand.’ (She wrote again, wanting to come and collect her copy of Ulysses. Laurie’s farewell letter had ‘made it almost worthwhile saying goodbye’.)


In the office of Randall & Payne, young Alan Payne, knowing how unhappy Laurie was, felt no surprise when his father got Laurie’s resignation note explaining that ‘I am not suited to office work.’


Laurie promised Betty he would see her on his return, but she replied firmly: ‘When you come back, I shall not be here.’ She saw him as Frances Cornford saw Rupert Brooke, as a young Apollo golden-haired, standing on the verge of strife. ‘You,’ Betty wrote, ‘whose weapons are your pen, your pencil & the way one lock of your hair falls over your eyes … I’m glad I met you Laurie.’


As Laurie said later, moving from one’s birthplace is a basic instinct. Men have a yearning to wander. But in his case he had to escape from the small tight valley closing in around him, ‘the cottage walls narrowing like the arms of an iron maiden, the local girls whispering, “Marry, and settle down.”’21
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Laurie Walks Out


1934–1935





SO LAURIE WALKED out one morning in June 1934, just before his twentieth birthday, wearing thick boots, and carrying a small tent, a tin of treacle biscuits, and his violin in a blanket. Annie waved him off from the steep cottage bank with a ‘gnarled red hand’. He describes her as old and stooping; she was in fact in her mid-fifties.


He was not yet bound for Spain, merely London. Why did he walk? He could have cycled. The train would have cost 4s 6d. But walking out was the poetic route to the gypsy life, the W. H. Davies mode, the romantic troubadour’s way. Laurie Lee had unwittingly begun creating his legend.


He headed towards Wiltshire, slept under the stars, and woke in the rain to find two cows breathing over him. (‘The lowing herd winds softly o’er the Lee’ as a friend wrote, years later when he published this tale.) He almost turned back, but could not face his brothers’ gloating. Within a day he passed through Malmesbury and Chippenham; soon he was in Salisbury, and, taking a detour, in order to see the sea, in a week he was at Southampton.


Sleeping in a doss-house run by ‘an old hag with a tooth like a tin-opener’, he began busking, learning to leave just two pennies in his hat. Slow melodies (‘Loch Lomond’, ‘The Rose of Tralee’, ‘Ave Maria’) were the most lucrative; women were more responsive. He moved along the coastline of Hampshire and Sussex, finding the real sea a disappointment, not what Hardy and Farnol had led him to expect: a shabby shoreline suburbia of new bungalows. At Bognor Regis he camped out on the sands with ‘a fluid young girl of sixteen, who hugged me steadily throughout one long hot day with only a gymslip on her sea-wet body’.22


That is all he writes about ‘Mollie’ – but he kept her seven-page letter, written a few days later and addressed simply from ‘The Beach’, received by Laurie at Chanctonbury in West Sussex.




Dear Laurie, You are right, it was a dream. You said midsummer madness: we were both rather in the clouds. I shall always remember how we talked about anything and everything with such ease! But afterwards I think I was a spectator, watching two strangers playing a part. Perhaps you felt that too.





This Mollie, like the Molly he’d left behind, also shared his favourite authors and books and interests, in a strange ‘mingling of sympathies’. Both were furious about the hideous housing developments along the coast, and the muddle of politics and injustice. And though sharing his rosy halo of youth and beauty, she felt maternal towards him, and hoped they would be friends for ever. She asked about Chanctonbury Ring, the Iron Age hill fort on the South Downs, regarded as an iconic site:




Didn’t you find Romans in every tree and short, dark Britons in every bush? I can’t tell you how I envy you, the magic in the loveliness & the loneliness means more to me than anything, and I can find it so rarely. Yet there are you, saturated in it day and night, getting more experience, excitement of new places, and thrills of fresh beauty … Laurie, you can’t think how lucky you are. And your love of music is another blessing I envy with all my heart.


Laurie, we may never see each other again … but you have courage and a strong sense of true values. I would like to keep your friendship if you think mine worthwhile. Write to me if you care to, mon ami, when you reach London tell me how you get on. Good luck & good hunting! Yours for auld lang syne, Mollie.





Evidently Laurie would have no trouble in finding romantic Mollies and Betties, wherever he went. Something in him made girls respond in this way. On he tramped. The pearl-chokered ladies of Worthing in their bath-chairs gave him, for one hour’s fiddling, 38 shillings: ‘more than a farm-labourer earned in a week’.


On the Sussex Downs, living on dates and biscuits (an affectation, he later admits; he saw himself as T. E. Lawrence ‘in a desert sandstorm blowing out of the wadis of Godalming’), he met Alf, a veteran tramp in a deerstalker hat. The highways thronged with vagrants then: there were nearly two million unemployed in Britain. At night they brewed tea in billy-cans by grassy roadsides and Alf taught him about wearing layers of clothes, and how to flannel housewives and dodge police.


Via Ascot (in Ascot week), Windsor and Stoke Poges, he arrived at Beaconsfield, and beheld London. ‘Cleo, my girlfriend, was somewhere out there; hoarding my letters (I hoped) and waiting.’ Laurie wrote that he had met sixteen-year-old Cleo, ‘the beautiful daughter of a Communist agitator’, earlier that spring at the Whiteway Colony, where she lived with her family in a caravan. This was certainly true, but Cleo’s real name was Julie Marshall. The Marshalls had previously lived in America, until her father was deported for political activities and sought refuge at Whiteway. ‘Cleo’ had ‘a husky, nutty, Anglo-American accent, huge brown eyes flecked like crumbled honey, a smooth leggy figure, lithe as an Indian pony’. They had ‘pretended to be in love’.


But before Laurie found his way to Cleo’s Putney address, he went to 3 Greville Place, St John’s Wood. This was where the musician Ben Frankel, another new friend he had made at Whiteway, lived. Fifty years later, when Laurie met John Clive, who was about to become his tenant in Slad, he noticed Clive’s London address in Greville Place and said: ‘Does it have a studio in the garden?’ Yes, said Clive, the studio is still there. ‘That’s the first place I stayed, when I arrived in London,’ said Laurie. ‘It belonged to a famous conductor and composer.’


But sooner or later Laurie was with Cleo’s bohemian family, who were living in a half-demolished house on Putney Heath. Her father arranged a job for him on a local building site. So Laurie moved into digs above a café in the Lower Richmond Road and quickly made friends, including a black American sailor from Missouri, an extravagant greeter (‘Gouge mah eyes, shuh good to see you’), and Philip O’Connor,23 a curly-haired aspiring poet whose verses were ‘rhapsodic eruptions of surrealist fantasy’. (O’Connor later briefly resurfaced in Laurie’s diary in 1958, when they met by chance in Soho.)


Pat wrote asking for news in her matronly way. ‘As you know, I’ve never been to London, & never had any desire to visit it. I imagine it to be a cruel, relentless beast, & I shall feel very much more at ease when you are home again.’ She feared he was keeping hectic hours and late nights, and would catch his annual bout of ’flu in the town air. If only she could hold his head soothingly against her breast, in the kitchen at Slad! Again she urged him to resist sexual indulgence: ‘Discipline of the body is essential to a happy & successful life. Think of Keats’ “Beauty is truth, truth beauty. That is all ye know on earth, & all ye need to know.”’ She added: ‘For heaven’s sake don’t think I’m preaching.’


By day Laurie was pushing cement in a wheelbarrow, building a ‘squat, unbeautiful, pretentious’ block of flats on Putney Heath. His labouring comrades were diminutive Cockneys, old lags, con-men, drifters, the lowest of the building-site hierarchy; they pilfered, gambled, and rolled cigarettes. ‘London then seemed almost nineteenth century, dusty, down-at-heel, secure. Wages were low but life was cheap and easy. A tot of whisky for 6d, a 9d seat in the cinema, cigarettes 20 for 11d – as a builder’s labourer earning £2 5s a week I lived the life of Reilly.’24 In the evenings he played snooker, went to Queen’s Hall concerts and the Ballet Russe, and listened to jazz. He met ‘stern young students and workers who held gatherings in cold back rooms. Popular Front posters hung on the walls, and there were experiments in sex, responsible, clinical and pure.’


He paints a picture of himself as a solitary, luxuriating in rootless melancholy, wandering on Putney Heath, or through the City and down the Strand. ‘I walked the streets of Soho, bought foreign newspapers which I couldn’t read, studied art-books at Zwemmers, smoked black Mexican cigars, and played the newfangled pin-tables in the amusement arcades.’


Pat had been camping and having ‘top-hole picnics’ with the Smart sisters, but advised him to ‘cut right away from both girls’. However, he did write to Molly, and she replied (‘Surely you know I’ve been aching to write to you for months?’) from the Smarts’ ‘vulgar’ new bungalow called Capri in Wellspring Road, Wotton. Betty, captain of her school, about to read English at Exeter University, was still ‘a bubbling fountain … the spirit of joyousness’. ‘Adolescence gleams from her; her eyes sparkle and her cheeks glow.’ So Betty’s heart was not broken. Molly herself was fending off an amorous Cambridge undergraduate, but she assured Laurie she would not get engaged, as her brother Roy had recently: marriage ought to be abolished, and if she were ever caught in that web of convention she would suffocate. Was Laurie homesick, with an ache in his heart for Slad?


Apparently not. In October Laurie’s first poem in a national paper was published by the Sunday Referee, whose ‘Poet’s Corner’ in that year also featured Dylan Thomas and David Gascoyne. Laurie’s poem won him £1. It was called ‘Life’, and was about grass growing and being cut down and growing again. It began:








A shower of seed falls in the earth;


and there, unnoticed by the sky, is birth.











‘This poem,’ said Victor B. Neuberg, editor of ‘Poet’s Corner’, ‘is sensitive to the edge of eeriness.’


‘My dear, How proud I am!’ wrote Pat. ‘When you publish your first book of poems let me be first to share your joy.’ She urged him to ‘turn an honest half-guinea’ by entering further contests. The Weekly Post wanted 300 words on the most interesting person you have ever met. Or why not take up calligraphy for commercial gain? A boy she knew got £5 a week for italic writing on Christmas cards. She sent Laurie a broad-nibbed calligraphic pen.


On the back of this letter, Laurie practised his italic script with Pat’s pen. What he wrote, over and over, was the name of Sufi Rogers. Soon Sufi herself was writing to Laurie from Slad in her own copperplate hand, and her charmingly fractured English. She had run into Laurie’s mother in Stroud, and Annie showed her Laurie’s poem in the Sunday Referee. Sufi told him she was taking cookery classes and would bake some cakes for him ‘when you visit us at Xmas time. My mother remember you very much, and she said, you are a very nice big friend. I have my own becylce [sic] and it helps me to go to the Country dances at Whiteway every Saturday and Wednesday night…’


The ‘Lección en castellano’ she appended to her letter gave Laurie the following phrases: No vale la pena (it’s not worth the effort), No vale un comino (it’s not worth a cumin-seed), Carajo (prick: ‘especial word’) No tiene inteligencia (s/he has no intelligence), and Bebí venga aquí (Come here baby). (Richard Rogers, her youngest brother, was always called Bebí.)








Asomate a la ventana


paloma del alma mía


lavate la cara con agua fría


cachándote una pulmonía – Lord Byron


(Lean out of your window, dove of my soul/wash your face in cold water and catch pneumonia.)











But Laurie was not yet fixed on Spain: he told Molly he might go to Italy. ‘Oh yes, let’s go to Italy quickly, before our hearts are cold and old. Sun on stones, and blue-blue sea,’ Molly responded. ‘Oh Laurielee, all the stored-up laughter in me bubbles and winks at the thought of Italy … I know how you felt about Heine’s Travels; I’ve just been reading Munthe’s novel San Michele, and now I shall not rest till I’ve seen Capri.’


Molly affected jealousy over Laurie’s published poem. ‘Damnable that I’ve been striving all my life to reach a spot, and in seven lines you land there – Grrrcha! And actually I’m a much nicer person than you are!’ She sent some of her latest efforts. ‘Truthful opinions please.’ One of them was ‘A Sonnet for Laurie’, beginning:








Surely this stretch of earth will know you tread


Your own loved ways again; will feel your feet


Move soft amid her last-year’s leaves that spread


Brown-gold profusion through your woods…











Yes, it would. Laurie went home at Christmas, and joined Sufi’s family at their bungalow deep in snow. Sufi’s brother Richard, who drew a good pencil sketch of Laurie that week, said Laurie talked then about going to Spain, mystifying Sufi’s parents: why should he want to travel through an impoverished and disturbed country, playing his fiddle?


Laurie and Molly duly had their reunion at Edge church. He gave her a volume of Oscar Wilde, and their friendship altered from that day. With Betty away, Molly felt free to offer Laurie a physical relationship (without any fussing about love) and thereafter she signed her letters exotically ‘Mariquita’, Spanish for ‘Ladybird’, an improvement on humdrum Molly. Her letter after their meeting was rapturous: the thought of the strong smooth hardness of his body against the ‘petal-pale softness’ of hers set a mad orchestra ringing in her brain. She wanted to lift her face to the moon ‘and shout with a mirth deeper than laughter’. His touching her lips ‘sent flame after flame of moonfire through me’. ‘Desire is a flame that runs through one’s body in a shower of stars.’ And so she began to bombard Laurie with seductive and exclamatory letters about her ‘soul-shaking’ desire. The consummation must wait (for Betty’s sake), but until they met again he must dream of her and ‘oh! write soon! Soon! Querido mío! Mariquita.’


Ever since Laurie had gone to London, Jack too had been restless. He would walk to the top of Swift’s Hill, and wonder what to do with his life. His younger brother seemed to have all the talents; he must find a different one. At the factory he had risen to assistant manager, and bought his first car, a 1928 Singer, for £22. The previous year he had been given a camera for his twenty-first birthday by a girlfriend (annoyingly, Laurie proved to be a natural photographer too) and it sowed in Jack the idea of being a film director. He wrote to several directors for advice, and one, Paul Rotha, responded. Jack went to London to see him, and Rotha advised him to apply to the Regent Street Polytechnic (now the University of Westminster). They would take him for £25 a term. He promptly sold his car, got on his bike, and began to save up the fees.


That January he saw his brother off at Stroud Station. Laurie moved into new digs, rent 25s a week, at 1 Werter Road, a small Victorian terraced house on the corner of Putney High Street. The landlady was a blonde Cockney, Mrs O’Neill (‘Mrs Flynn’ in As I Walked Out), with a meek spinster sister known as Wid, whom Laurie called ‘Beth’. Mrs O’Neill was a chain-smoking Mrs Malaprop, sweeping floors in a dressing gown each morning, transformed into a Gloria Swanson at night, while Wid hovered anxiously in the background and cooked large suppers for Laurie. As always, Laurie was cosseted: the two women would bring him Guinness, and nurse him when ill. Werter Road suited him, and became his recurrent London base for the next eight years. (And when Jack eventually came to London, he too lodged at Werter Road.) Meanwhile Molly and Pat cosseted Laurie’s intellect, advising him what to read and what to see – Gielgud’s Hamlet, and Diana Wynyard in Sweet Aloes: ‘Opening at Wyndhams on the 31st – go see.’


In May 1935, there was a dispute over non-union labour at the building site, and all work stopped for two weeks. A towering labourer with big fists and a square, bitter face (‘prototype of the worker-hero in Soviet posters’) emerged to address the men and called the comrades out on strike. This was Fred Copeman, who had already been jailed after the naval mutiny of Invergordon, Scapa Flow.25 The next time Laurie would see him was during the Spanish Civil War, when Copeman was Commander of the British Battalion of the International Brigade at Albacete, and according to Laurie, recognised him: ‘Oh, it’s you – the poet from the buildings. Never thought you’d make it.’


The strike ended and the building work was finished at the beginning of June 1935. Laurie was feeling ‘beefily strong’ and fit. He was free to explore the world; frontiers were still wide open. ‘There were rumours from China and Abyssinia, but I for one didn’t heed them.’ He considered France, Italy, Greece – all merely ‘names with vaguely operatic flavours’. He knew no languages, except the Argentine-Spanish phrases taught to him by Sufi. Spain it would be. He saw himself ‘brown as an apostle, walking the white dust roads through the orange groves’.26 Or perhaps he just wanted to be able to swank to girlfriends, as he admitted sixty years later.


Anyway, it was a brilliant career move. His wanderings in Spain, and his chance encounter with the Spanish Civil War, were two episodes he was able to draw on for the rest of his life.


Molly, alarmed at Laurie’s imminent departure, announced that she was coming to London. She had dreamed of Laurie pointing to the horizon crying, ‘Look – the island of Crete … We will find it together, you and I, Mariquita!’ So she had taken the post of nursery governess to a handicapped child in a family named Whitelaw in Sutton, Surrey. She would come to him after tea on Thursday. ‘Be gentle Laurie – hold me softly against the strong throb of your heart – and kiss me till I am content. Then play to me – will you?’ They met several times, and for the last time on a hot summer day. They leaned on a gate in a Surrey lane under chestnut trees. Laurie said, ‘God, I wish I didn’t love [England] so much!’ Then he took her back to his Putney room and played Debussy on his violin. More rapturous yearnings ensued.




Oh Laurie – Laurilee – the relentless beat of your heart! It beats into my brain, into my virgin womb, making life leap within me. All my life now, there will be the eternal thrust and throb of your heart. So look back and remember a green Surrey lane in June and a woman who loved you…





‘For the first time in my life,’ as Laurie wrote much later in As I Walked Out, ‘I was learning how much easier it was to leave than to stay behind and love.’ On 1 July 1935, describing himself as an ‘art student’, grey-eyed and five foot nine, he was issued with his first passport.


A week earlier, on his twenty-first birthday, he had gone to see his father in suburban Morden. It was a dispiriting encounter.




He handed me £8 and said, ‘You were due for £10, but you borrowed £2 when you were fourteen, so I’ve knocked that off.’ He told me the greatest composer in the world was Eric Coates.27 I was a musical snob at the time and thought ‘He can’t be my father.’28





Warningly, Mariquita sent a sonnet called ‘Haunted!’ which ended with a threat that she would appear in his dreams everywhere, haunting him. Undeterred, Laurie bought a £4 one-way boat ticket to Vigo.


Mariquita persisted:




You will come back, you with your fair Saxon beauty. You are part and being of this England – and soon you will be surfeited with sun, and slim brown bodies sunning swiftly to decay – and you will long to slake your thirst in green Surrey lanes, and on the hills of Gloucestershire. You will long for the coolth of apple bloom against your lips – and voilà! you will be home. But come quickly, my dear, and don’t forget or regret Mariquita. Good night and Good luck, querido.





No wonder Laurie was gripped by wanderlust.
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