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Do I contradict myself?


Very well then I contradict myself,


(I am large, I contain multitudes).  


Walt Whitman, Song of Myself
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Notes





From 1928–67 virtually all the letters Victor Gollancz received, and copies of those he wrote, were filed in his office. These have survived, with the exception of the bulk of his correspondence with individual members of the Left Book Club, which was destroyed, probably accidentally. Some of his news-clippings up to the late 1940s and most of those for the later period have also been preserved.




 





There are three main collections of Victor Gollancz papers:


1. His publishing papers are located at Victor Gollancz Limited;


2. Most of his private papers are in the Modern Records Centre at Warwick, where work is still in progress (1986) on the cataloguing. (Enquiries should be addressed in writing to the Archivist, Modern Records Centre, University of Warwick Library, Coventry CV4 7AL.) They form an archive of great importance for any researcher into twentieth-century intellectual, literary or political history.


3. Further private papers, including family memorabilia, are in the possession of Livia Gollancz.




 





To give chapter and verse for every fact or quotation would involve adding more than a hundred pages to an already long book. I have tried to make this section useful rather than pointlessly comprehensive. There seems little reason, for example, to note that the evidence for one of Victor’s attacks of pseudo-angina came in a letter of 19 November 1958 to an author of a book on Indian philosophy. To save space I am adopting the following stratagems:


1. I list below the most important interviewees, grouped under the headings to which they made their major contribution: in most cases, that contribution will be clear from the text. In many instances, they could have been be cited two or three times. For example, Lord Walston comes under the category of ‘politics’ although he became a friend of Victor’s and was illuminating about him from that standpoint. Similarly, Livia Gollancz is cited under the category ‘family’, although of course she was an important source for politics and publishing.


2. At the beginning of each chapter I list the main sources. Thereafter, precise references are given only where a fact or quotation is controversial, intriguing, important or likely to be of interest to researchers and the source is not self-evident. I give dates of letters only when they are of significance. As Victor’s memoirs are so unchronological and there is no index to My Dear Timothy or More for Timothy, I give page references for key passages in case any reader wishes to pursue an issue.


3. Where a particular book is under discussion, unless otherwise stated, related correspondence will be found in the relevant author/book file or box in Victor Gollancz Limited.




 





The following were key sources:


1. Family: The four surviving Gollancz daughters: Francesca Jeffryes, Julia Simons, Livia Gollancz, Vita Gollancz. Sons-in-law: Stuart Jeffryes and the late Harold Simons. Other Gollancz relatives: the late Marguerite Gollancz, Oliver Gollancz, the late Hugh and Florence Harris, Phyllis Simon. Lowy relatives: Daniel Lowy and family, the late Lily Henriques.


2. St Paul’s: T. L. Martin, Harry Yoxall.


3. University: Lewis Denroche-Smith (by correspondence).


4. Repton: The late Sir Adrian Boult, Sir James Harford, Sir James Darling and John Handfield (by correspondence).


5. Publishing: Kingsley Amis, Betty Askwith, Glanvill Benn (interview and correspondence), John Bush, Anna Clarke, the late Norman Collins, Lettice Cooper, Joanna Goldsworthy, John Gross, Sheila Hodges, Dorothy Horsman, Elizabeth jenkins, James MacGibbon, Walter Meigh, Elinor Murphy, Hilary Rubinstein, Daniel Shipman, Kitty Stein.


6. Politics and Causes: The late J. R. L. Anderson (interview and correspondence), David Astor, Pearl Binder, Lord Elwyn-Jones, Lord Gardiner, Lord Goodman, the late Arthur Koestler, Betty Lewis, Lord Longford, John Midgley, Lord Walston.


7. Friends: Sir Richard Acland, Canon Edward Carpenter, Diana Collins, the late John Collins, Constance Cummings (Mrs Benn Levy), the late Sir Robert Mayer, Jean MacGibbon (by correspondence), Graham and Dorothy Watson.




 





Files or boxes in the firm’s possession are cited thus: Glaspell, BROOK EVANS. Material in the Warwick archives is cited thus: 157/3/DOC/1.


For full titles of works cited in shortened form, see the bibliography.


Initials used throughout mean as follows:












	 

	 

	MDT

	 

	 

	Victor Gollancz, My Dear Timothy







	 

	 

	MFT

	 

	 

	Victor Gollancz, More for Timothy







	 

	 

	HFR

	 

	 

	Papers of Harold Rubinstein, now in the possession of his son Hilary, which include all letters from Victor Gollancz to Harold Rubinstein






	 

	 

	JC

	 

	 

	
Jewish Chronicle







	 

	 

	JTM

	 

	 

	Victor Gollancz, Journey Towards Music







	 

	 

	LG

	 

	 

	Papers in the possession of Livia Gollancz






	 

	 

	REM

	 

	 

	Victor Gollancz, Reminiscences of Affection







	 

	 

	VG

	 

	 

	Victor Gollancz






	 

	 

	VGL

	 

	 

	Victor Gollancz Limited















NB: Major sources used throughout the book have been VGL author, memoranda and staff files; 157/3/I (substantial files of correspondence with individuals), 157/3/M/1–675 (miscellaneous correspondence, pre-1940), 157/3/MI/1–4319 (miscellaneous correspondence, post-1945) an 1157/10 (1951–60) and 157/10/Gen (1940–51) which contain large numbers of relevant press-cuttings



















PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





A MEMBER OF Victor Gollancz’s staff once recommended that the firm publish Françoise Gilot’s My Life with Picasso. Highly excited, Victor took the manuscript home and skimmed it, then telephoned his colleague to announce, ‘We can’t publish this! Supposing someone wrote like that about Beethoven … or me!’


On that evidence, it seems unlikely that Victor would have entirely approved of this book. He would, however, have been pleased by its length and by the thought that it might attract, to the things he most believed in, the attention of a new generation. The speed of his disappearance from public consciousness since his death in 1967 has been extraordinary, given the fame (or notoriety) he achieved at home and abroad in his own lifetime. He is remembered mainly as a publisher and as the organizer of the long-defunct Left Book Club, but, as a handful of contemporaries know, Victor exercised his mighty personality in more arenas than that. Two examples: in the late 1940s the German people saw him as a saviour, wrote letters of gratitude in their tens of thousands, piled honours upon him, named streets after the English Jew who cared about them; conversely, in the 1960s, he was the object of obloquy in Israel.


Victor applied to his good works a vigour, iconoclasm and intensity that struck a powerful chord in the public imagination: Bob Geldof without the advantages of modern communications. It was primarily his temperament that doomed so much of his life’s work to obscurity: he was too importunate and easily bored to earn a lasting reputation as a missionary in any one cause. He dropped each as abruptly as he had taken it up, to address himself to a new campaign and a new audience: he was an initiator rather than a consolidator.


The causes themselves tended to be transient: anti-fascism in the 1930s; the alleviation of grim conditions in Gemany after the war; the abolition of capital punishment in the 1950s; the fate of Adolf Eichmann in the 1960s. Then there were his methods of reaching the public: short-lived topical books and pamphlets; massive public meetings; innumerable letters to the press; ecstatically received and often brilliant radio and television appearances. And the impact of his personality often counted for more with his intimates, his followers, his readers, than the content of what he was propounding. (In the stalls at a musical performance he would make his flamboyant presence felt by applauding louder than anyone else — behaviour notable at the time, but not noteworthy in the long term.) Yet Victor lives on egregiously in the memories of hundreds of his contemporaries, who love him, vilify him or laugh about him as if he were still there to inspire, infuriate or charm.


Victor wrote four volumes of reminiscences: My Dear Timothy, More for Timothy, Journey Towards Music and Reminiscences of Affection In all of them he contrived to avoid those aspects of his career that people most wanted to read about, and concentrated on self-analysis and disquisitions on his past or current enthusiasms. Researchers into Left Book Club days were blocked by Victor’s denial that any relevant papers existed and forced, sometimes under threat of libel actions, to accept his sanitized and hence dull account of his role in the late 1930s. He might have loomed large in the memoirs of famous contemporaries, but his own hypersensitivity and quirkiness made that impossible: criticism of Victor in print was entirely his own prerogative. The overwhelming charity of John Collins and Frank Longford in their autobiographies, for instance, enabled them to write about him in his lifetime in terms that he approved, while others, such as David Low, found it easier virtually to avoid mention of him. Even after he died, similar inhibitions afflicted those who feared wounding his family or lacked the will to unpick the tangle of contradictions that made up his character.


When I asked Livia Gollancz, in 1977, if I could write her father’s biography, neither of us realized how time-consuming and difficult a project it would turn out to be. Even Livia did not guess at the terrifying extent of the source material or at the staggering range of her father’s activities. Certainly she could not be aware that, once committed to research, I tend to resemble a dog with a bone. I did not know Victor: indeed I was rather baffled during an early discussion when Livia said that one of her reasons for having me rather than other interested authors take on the project was that I had never met him. Her instinct was entirely right: Victor could engender enmity or devotion in even the level-headed on the briefest of acquaintance.


Victor’s demands almost defeated me. When I took the commission I had a full-time job, and had assumed that I could produce the book in my spare time. It soon became clear that I must choose between the job and Victor. In the firm’s offices, for instance, it was necessary to read the file for every book published during Victor’s forty years at the helm, for Victor was as likely to have written an illuminating letter to the author of a cookery book as to a distinguished politician. In the Modern Records Centre at the University of Warwick were private papers of Victor’s running to many thousands of items, among which clues were scattered about quite unchronologically (so that one might find in a letter of 1957 a vital piece of information on an event of 1907). Nor were the two enormous Tim books easy to mine. For Victor had refused (perversely, I felt) to provide an index. Worse, there was Victor’s misguided belief that his memory was infallible, as well as his dislike of checking facts, his deficiencies as a reporter, his poor judgement when his emotions were engaged, and his propensities to self-delusion and exaggeration.


It was what Victor called his mana (loosely — charisma) that persuaded me to choose him rather than salaried employment. I had become intellectually and emotionally involved with him, fascinated by the different facets that glinted in his writings and intrigued to the point of bewilderment by the wildly different attitudes to him expressed by his contemporaries. In 1979, I became a full-time writer. Since then (after the advance payment had been exhausted) I have often had to shelve Victor when money ran short, in order to work on other books. And because I was determined that the portrait of Victor should be fair, there was a prolonged period during which I tried to make the text reflect the criticisms of the readers of the first draft: my husband, my parents, John Bush, Diana Collins, Jon Evans, Livia Gollancz, Oliver Gollancz, Vita Gollancz, Sheila Hodges, Francesca and Stuart Jeffryes, Gordon Lee, Julia and the late Harold Simons, and Richard Storey. Phyllis Simon, Victor’s cousin, commented on the early chapters, Canon Edward Carpenter on my treatment of the Repton episode and Glanvill Benn on the Ernest Benn chapter. At the same time, more important papers turned up, necessitating a great deal of rewriting. David Burnett of Victor Gollancz Ltd made very helpful suggestions on the second draft.


Many readers have voiced strong views, and they have rarely been in chorus: indeed, the more intimately they knew him, the more idiosyncratic their comments, proportionally to Victor’s idiosyncrasies in his dealings with them. My debt to these readers is tremendous. They forced me to defend my selection of evidence and my judgements, and picked up many errors. Sometimes I was thrown into despair over a particular passage where A felt I was being hypercritical, B felt I was being unduly kind and C thought I had got it just right but might have made the same point more tellingly with a different anecdote, but overall I found the arguments and discussions of enormous value and interest.


As the book is being published under the aegis of Livia Gollancz, and because her sisters Julia, Vita and Francesca have co-operated, suspicions of censorship must be allayed. Of course there have been disagreements on interpretation here and there, but all parties have been concerned to get at the truth. All four of Victor’s daughters are forthright, and all share an innate and remarkable honesty: none of them ever questioned my right to tell the truth as I saw it. After due discussion, I have at the request of some member of Victor’s family or circle omitted perhaps a dozen stories or quotations — always peripheral — that would have been too embarrassing. No one ever asked me to omit anything I thought was important. The more I hear stories of what timorous piety can do to biographies of the recently dead, the more grateful I am to Victor’s relatives, friends and, most particularly, to the Gollancz sisters.


Livia has a horror of anything that smacks of flattery, but even she would have to admit that I owe her a special debt. She has given me unrestricted access to all her father’s papers and has answered all my questions with total frankness. As my publisher, she has seen the book grow out of all proportion to her first vision, and the production costs mount accordingly; as my editor, she has endured it as a thorn in her side and a cause of overwork for far longer than she could have imagined; and as Victor and Ruth’s daughter, she has bravely clenched her teeth at some of my conclusions. She knows it has not been easy for me either. Our relationship has endured great strains and many arguments, but we have trusted each other’s integrity throughout. Even at our stickiest moments, my affection and admiration for Livia have held firm. Three of my readers rightly gave her the same unsolicited testimonial: ‘Hats off to Livia’.


I must single out some other people. The first is my husband John Mattock, my first reader, critic and editor, who has shared the house with Victor’s turbulent personality over many years. His routine question to me on returning home in the evenings was not ‘How’s the book going?’ but ‘What’s he been up to today?’ The other members of my household, Neasa MacErlean and Michael Kersse, never flagged in their support, affection and willingness to listen to anecdotes about Victor, who has not been an easy lodger.


My parents, Robin and Sheila Dudley Edwards, were, throughout the project, involved, encouraging and helpful. Both were fascinated by Victor, and applied their prodigious and very different talents to the manuscript. My mother did not live to see the publication of the book, but she would be pleased that my father worked his way through the proofs on behalf of both of them. If I have at all understood Victor, it is because Robin taught me to revere objectivity, and because Sheila showed me the creative force of emotion channelled through taste and intellect.


Diana Collins, Sheila Hodges and John Bush (her husband) should be thanked as a trio, for they knew Victor better than any other surviving friends and they swapped comments on the early draft. They all went to enormous trouble to help and advise me and lavished hospitality on me during the process. My abiding memory of their joint involvement is of a dinner party when the four of us squabbled about aspects of Victor’s character only to collapse into helpless laughter at each outrageous story that someone had just remembered. I regretted very much that the late John Collins was not there to share in the enjoyment. I met him only twice, but I shall never forget the warmth, humour and understanding he brought to bear on his egocentric old friend and inspiration.


Richard Storey, of the Modern Records Centre in Warwick, is the archivist of researchers’ dreams, combining professionalism and profound knowledge with an extraordinary readiness to help people in their work. Since I finished at Warwick he has sent me each completed part of his catalogue (drawing my attention to anything he thought I might have missed), has answered my every query and request by return of post, and has read the book both in manuscript and proof. His encyclopaedic knowledge of the archive has saved me from more errors than I dare recollect.


As my dear friend Gordon Lee is fascinated by and wise about what goes on in people’s heads and hearts, Victor was grist to his mill, but it can only have been his great kindness that carried him through two readings of the book and innumerable discussions of Victor’s quirks. More, an ‘Ugh!’ in the margin, in Gordon’s hand, drew my attention to many infelicities of style.


Many others helped me. I must thank especially Sir Richard Acland, Glanvill Benn, Sir James Darling, John Gross, Sir James Harford, Betty Lewis, Lord Longford, James MacGibbon, Elinor Murphy, Nancy Raphael, Hilary Rubinstein and Graham and Dorothy Watson. Many of my friends have taken an interest, suffered my anecdotal obsession and offered moral support: those deserving special mention are Piers Brendon, Patrick Cosgrave, Susan Chadwick, Marianne Elliott, Marigold Johnson, James McGuire, Oliver Snoddy and the late David Tierney. Elke Hasseil typed the manuscript superbly in very difficult circumstances, took a great interest in Victor and became a friend. And of the many kindly Gollancz staff, Margot Charing, Carol Fenton, Harriette Lloyd and Frances Wollen provided me with far more help than I could have reasonably expected, while the late Jon Evans made invaluable comments and suggested the epigraph to the book. To all others to whom I owe so much, my apologies for consigning them, to a brief mention in the acknowledgements. I ask forgiveness of those whom I have failed to mention at all. (Incidentally, in the course of the book I discuss Victor’s extra-marital affairs without naming the women involved. Readers may be tempted to make guesses based on the names of those I cite as important interviewees. I enter here a caveat: I have been selective in citing my sources and careful in my acknowledgements; names can be omitted.)


I ask no forgiveness of my readers for the length of the book, which was dictated by the huge spread of Victor’s activities and interests as well as by the more bizarre aspects of his personal relationships. Nor do I apologize for my generous use of quotation: Victor had such a horror of being misrepresented that I considered it only fair to let him speak for himself on controversial or complicated issues; a great deal of the source material is at present inaccessible to scholars, particularly that relating to the 1930s and Victor’s publishing career; reading between the lines is often crucial; and many of the letters are very amusing. (I have normally avoided the obtrusive ‘sic’, and have occasionally made trivial alterations in the quotations only where a lapse in punctuation or spelling distorts the meaning or seriously distracts the eye.)


Some readers may raise an eye-brow at my nomenclature: ‘Victor’ rather than ‘Gollancz’. Although I have in my other biographies always used my subjects’ surnames, on this occasion I found the convention rang false. Here ‘Gollancz’ is the publishing firm, and ‘Victor’ its founder. All those who had even a passing acquaintance with him were required to call him ‘VG’ or ‘Victor’. He has usually been ‘Victor’ to me in my conversations with his friends and that is how I think of him.


It has been an appallingly difficult book to write, yet I end with no regrets. Victor has done to me what he did to many of his colleagues in publishing or campaigning, expecting me to participate in his every passing enthusiasm, playing the tune to which I danced with no regard for my convenience and driving me to the limit of my endurance. Yet he has opened up to me a much wider world, full of issues that must not be shrugged off, and on which I find him usually to be intrinsically right. And he has never ever been boring.


In addition to those named above, I am grateful to Max Platschek, who translated most German documents for Victor Gollancz, to Becky Smith, who took on the index at short notice and to the following, who gave me information, advice, support or lent photographs. Some of them also gave me permission to quote material.


The late Robert Aickman, Kingsley Amis, the late J. R. L. Anderson, Betty Askwith, Harry Armitage, David Astor, David Baird, Alva, Colm, Deirdre and Eamon de Barra, Chaim Bermant, Pearl Binder, Jane Blackstock, the late Sir Adrian Boult, the staff of the British Library and the British Newspaper Library, Felicity Bryan, Liz Calder, Anna Clarke, Nina Clarke, the late Norman Collins, Sarah Collins, Lettice Cooper, Constance Cummings, Peter Day, Lewis Denroche-Smith, Peter Eastty, Lord Elwyn-Jones, Patrick Forbes, the late Heinrich Fraenkel, Nicolas Freeling, Lord Gardiner, Joanna Goldsworthy, the late Marguerite Gollancz, Lord Goodman, John Grigg, Peter Gronn, John Handfield, Lady Harford, Florence and the late Hugh Harris, Desmond and Jennifer Henderson, Gavin Henderson, the late Lily Henriques, Dorothy Horsman, Graham and Marjorie Hutton, Violet Jackson, Elizabeth Jenkins, Yvonne Kapp, Michael Katanka, the late Arthur Koestler, Paul Le Druillenec, Ed Lewis, the staff of the London Library, Daniel Lowy and family, Jean MacGibbon, Deirdre McMahon, the late T. L. Martin, Queenie Matthews, David Mattock, Walter Meigh, the late Sir Robert Mayer, John Midgley, the staff of the Modern Records Centre at the University of Warwick, F. Morton, Henry D. Myer, the Librarian of New College, the Librarian of the Oxford Union, Richard Pooley, the Headmaster and Archivist of Repton, Helga Rubinstein, the High Master and Archivist of St Paul’s School, Sir Alfred Sherman, David Shipman, Oliver Simon, Robert Somervell, Sarah K. Stein, A. J. P. Taylor, Lord Walston, Shirley Williams, T. Desmond Williams, Harry Yoxall, Elizabeth Zass.


The following kindly gave me permission to quote from published or unpublished material:


Allison & Busby Ltd (Duff, Left, Left, Left), Professors G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. Von Wright and Rush Rhees (Ludwig Wittgenstein), John Franklin Bardin, Morchard Bishop, the Bookseller, the late Lord Boothby, Arthur Calder-Marshall, D. N. Carey (Geoffrey Fisher), Mark Bonham Carter (Lady Violet Bonham Carter), Winston Churchill (Randolph and Winston S. Churchill), Humphrey Cole (G. D. H. Cole), Collins Publishers (Jerrold, Georgian Adventure), Anthony Cox (J. S. Middleton), Sir John Cripps (Dame Isobel Cripps), Brook Crutchley and Arthur Crook (Stanley Morison), Curtis Brown (Spencer Curtis Brown), Faber & Faber Ltd (T. S. Eliot and Sir Geoffrey Faber), Michael Foot, Lady Glubb (Sir John Glubb), Monk Gibbon, John Grigg, John Hadfield, David Higham Associates Ltd (Eleanor Farjeon, Dorothy L. Sayers, and Edith Sitwell), the Jewish Chronicle, Naomi Lewis, Clive Lofts (Norah Lofts), the London School of Economics and Political Science (Sidney Webb), Nigel Nicolson (Harold Nicolson), Oxford University Press (Gerard Hopkins), Trekkie Parsons (Leonard Woolf), A. D. Peters & Co. Ltd (Phyllis Bentley, John Gloag, Rose Macaulay, A. D. Peters, William Roughead, L. A. G. Strong and Alec and Evelyn Waugh), Harriet F. Pilpel (Edna Ferber), Brian Pollitt (Harry Pollitt), Jacquetta Priestley (J. B. Priestley), A. J. P. Taylor, Mrs David Teale (Allen Lane), E. P. Thompson (Edward Thompson), John Updike, Rosalind Wade (William Kean Seymour), Dr Rachael Whear (David Low), Peter Wheeler (Sheila Lynd), Colin Wilson, G. Woytt (Albert Schweitzer), Lord Young.


(Efforts were made to get in touch with all others quoted — or their executors — but in some cases this proved impossible.)




 





R. D. E.   
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CHAPTER ONE


CHILDHOOD
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HEARKEN TO ME, you who pursue deliverance,


you who seek the Lord;


look to the rock from which you were hewn,


and to the quarry from which you were digged.


Look to Abraham your father


and to Sarah who bore you.





‘Thus instructed,’ writes Chaim Bermant, ‘the Jew felt that he was not only part of a lateral family of contemporaries — brothers, sisters, uncles, cousins — but of a vertical family stretching back into history and forward into time … To be part of a Jewish family is thus to be hemmed in, to a greater or lesser degree, by history, by antecedent and precedent, by the attitudes of past generations and responsibilities to future ones.’


To the young Victor Gollancz, determined to be his own master, and temperamentally disposed to live for the joy or agony of the moment, this constriction seemed insupportable; all its manifestations in his orthodox family circle were equally repugnant. And he was infuriated as much by the political and social conservatism of his environment as by its religious taboos. In late middle age he recognized that it was his struggle against this tradition — embodied in his father — that gave depth and passion to his thinking and emotions, and helped transform the orthodox Jewish child into a fiercely controversial prophet of Christian ethics and individual liberty.


He did not explore the reasons why his personal relationships were to be as often characterized by Stürm und Drang as by the charity, tolerance and love that he sought to practise. Nor did he ever recognize how much his extended family had contributed to his becoming a sincere crusader for universal brotherhood.


*


Victor was born on the ninth of April, 1893, at 256 Elgin Avenue, Maida Vale, a five-storey house in a pleasant middle-class area of north London. His father, Alexander, was a moderately prosperous wholesale jeweller of unimpeachable Jewish orthodoxy and, in his respectability and industry, a model Victorian. The son’s capacity for hard work was to become legendary, but the father’s, though less dramatically apparent, was just as impressive. Their home was remote from the office (in Duke Street in the City) where Alex worked six days a week, never arriving home before 9 p.m. save on the eve of the Sabbath and other days of observance, and never taking holidays. His ambitions were modest and typical of his community: he wanted his two daughters, May and Winifred, to marry well and be good wives and mothers, and Victor, their younger brother, to have a fine education and become more successful than himself. Meanwhile he was driven by an obsession with the need to provide for them and his wife Helena (‘Nellie’) in his lifetime and against his death. Even when, in his seventies, his son’s success in business relieved Alex of any need to add to his modest estate, his life-long addiction to work was too deep-rooted to break. Too old and ill to work in an office, he was found by visitors to his home examining diamonds and disinclined for social intercourse. If Alex’s devotion to his work seems excessive to those of a later age, it was unremarkable in his generation of the family, notable achievers even by Jewish standards, and though Alex, in his desire for a quiet life, might appear dreary, there was nothing ordinary about the Gollanczes. If he provided a conformism for the young Victor to rail against, other relatives provided models for more constructive traits of character.


Victor’s grandfather, the Reverend Samuel Marcus Gollancz, appears briefly in Victor’s first volume of reminiscences (My Dear Timothy) as ‘an adorable old gentleman’, chazan (cantor) of the Hambro Synagogue, whose hobbies were singing tenor arias and carving miniatures. He was a more complex and steely character than Victor ever realized, emerging from his own memoirs as a curious mixture: modest yet self-satisfied, content yet ambitious, ecumenical in practice yet unquestioningly obedient to his tradition.


From the end of the eighteenth century, when European Jews were under increasing pressure to adopt surnames, Samuel Marcus’s grandfather took the family name from a small village in Poland. Samuel Marcus’s father, Israel, settled in Witkowa, in the Duchy of Posen. Already heavily populated by German immigrants, it was annexed by Prussia in 1793 and Germanification continued throughout the nineteenth century (with a brief hiatus when it came under Russian control between 1807 and 1815). Samuel Marcus, born in 1820, was a product of a Hebrew and German culture which revered scholarship and made it natural for Israel and his wife to encourage their gifted son’s ambitions. At the age of twelve he began the life of a roving student of Hebrew and the Talmud, moving around Germany to sit at the feet of ever more exalted masters. Two of the rabbis under whom he studied — Akiba Eger and Israel Lipschitz — were men of international reputation, whose enthusiasm for their pupil marked him out as a prodigy. Later, his fine voice had him sought after as an assistant in synagogue services, and before he was twenty-one he was advised to move to Berlin to take a doctorate.




SIMPLIFIED FAMILY TREE OF THE GOLLANCZ FAMILY
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Samuel Marcus’s natural desire to rise to the top of his profession was frustrated by one of his mentors, the Rabbi of Witkowa, who warned against the temptations of Berlin — citing the case of a youth of his acquaintance who had there been converted to Christianity, thus driving his distraught father into a lunatic asylum. Samuel Marcus, a dutiful son, bowed to the will of his rabbi and his widowed father, and settled for a less distinguished career. By 1850 he was rabbi at Bremen, where he spent what he later recalled as the happiest four years of his life, and where he married Johanna Koppel and fathered his first two sons, Hermann and Alex.


It can only have been ambition for his children that drove Samuel Marcus to follow the recommendation of some English visitors, and apply for a post as cantor with the Hambro Synagogue in the City of London. It was an adventurous step for a man with strong ties of family and friendship in Germany and no knowledge of English. He was asked to read prayers in the synagogue by way of audition and his performance received plaudits from the Jewish Chronicle.




Mr Gollancz combines a musical voice with the most correct intonation. His reading evidences a sound knowledge of Hebrew grammar; and the high testimonials he has from some eminent Rabbis and preachers on the continent certify to his unexceptionable moral and religious character. A reader like Mr Gollancz would be an ornament to the Hambro Synagogue and the Jewish clergy of our community in general.





Other candidates had to be heard, and Samuel Marcus returned to Bremen to await developments. After three months he was invited back to conduct a service again, and was elected unanimously. The Jewish Chronicle, offering the synagogue its congratulations on having elected ‘so efficient and highly educated a man’, had some advice for him:




It is hoped that on his return he will earnestly devote himself to the study of the English language, so that he may be able to address his Congregation from the pulpit in the vernacular. And we also hope that the time may corne when no First Reader will be appointed to any congregation without being qualified, or with the understanding, that he qualifies himself for the duties of the pulpit.





The Jewish Chronicle spoke for the Anglicizers among the Jewish community. On the one hand, there was a deep reverence for traditional learning and a desire to avoid any dilution of religion or race, but with only about 35,000 Jews in Britain at this period, ministers normally had to be recruited from the continent. The Hambro Synagogue had been in existence since the early eighteenth century, serving the needs of the Ashkenazim (Jews of German and Polish origin), who clustered in large numbers in the City. Among them Samuel Marcus would have felt at home. On the other hand, there was a determination to prove by assertion and example that being Jewish was no hindrance to being patriotic Englishmen. Those who settled in England — and Samuel Marcus proved to be no exception — wanted to rear children who, being good Englishmen as well as good Jews, would show anti-semitism to be absurd.


In the spring of 1855, when Samuel Marcus arrived with his family to take up his new position, there were still formal obstacles to Jewish progress, but they were falling fast. It was a time of great optimism in the community. Public schools were gradually opening to its children, and in the year of Samuel Marcus’s arrival, Jews’ College was founded to meet the need for home-trained ministers of religion. Although Oxford and Cambridge were to remain closed to Jews until 1871, other universities, particularly University College, London, offered them higher education. More important than that, many Jews had been successful in business and some had taken up public positions. In 1858, the Oath of the House of Commons was amended to allow Baron Lionel de Rothschild to take his seat.


Heartened by such examples, prosperous Jews set their sights on the best available education for their sons. The sense of community was strong; the wealthy became benefactors of their poorer brethren, who showed proper gratitude. Samuel Marcus was among them, eulogizing, in his reminiscences, the millionaire philanthropist Sir Moses Montefiore, who occasionally entertained him, and recounting proudly a compliment paid to him on his children by Baroness Lionel de Rothschild. Yet he had his moments of disenchantment: his family’s successes were academic, not financial, and he was capable of peevishness about contemporary values. A later poem of his, ‘Enlightened Times’, included the stanzas:






Who cares for what is just and right


To-day, within our world?


In times which men deem full of light,


With Mammon’s flag unfurled?







The millionaire alone commands,


His gold doth cry aloud.


They fawn upon his huge demands —


By wealth the world is cowed.*








Both family reminiscences and Samuel Marcus’s obituaries make it clear that, though he had a fierce determination to give his children every opportunity for advancement, his ambitions for himself ceased with his appointment to the Hambro Synagogue. He was to hold the same position at the synagogue until his retirement in 1899, his inadequacy in English precluding him from preaching. He was in any case ill-placed to compete with the new generation of English-born and Jews’ College-trained men. Nevertheless, and allowing for normal piety towards the dead, Samuel Marcus’s obituaries show him to have been a success in office. His congregation was proud of his scholarship, and delighted in the beauty of his voice and the genuine piety that infused his readings of prayers. If he was not, as Victor was later to claim, ‘probably the most distinguished cantor of the 19th century’, he was certainly a well-respected and admired one, whose achievements earned him a twelve-line obituary in The Times in 1900. His work for charity was well recognized, and he helped found two Jewish charitable institutions — the Soup Kitchen and the Jewish Board of Guardians — as well as being a diligent hospital visitor.


According to a contemporary, Samuel Marcus had ‘zealously devoted himself to the study of the Torah, to participation in divine service, and to the practice of charity, the three principles upon which, according to Simon the Just, the world was based.’ His orthodoxy was total, even to a fastidious observance of the Talmud injunction that ‘Every disciple of the Sages upon whose garment the slightest speck or stain is found deserves death’; he attracted amused attention ‘for the extreme orderliness of his attire and the scrupulous neatness of his general appearance’.


The tributes emphasized his modesty, simplicity, humility and ‘unworldliness of character’, but Samuel Marcus had a toughness and vision that belied his unassuming image. From the time of his arrival in England he coped not only with a new culture and a new language, but with a rapid change in the size and structure of the Jewish population. The 35,000 grew by 1880 to 60,000, of whom more than half were British-born, whereafter refugees from Russian and Polish pogroms poured in — almost 150,000 by a 1919 estimate. Fearing the Anglicization policy would be swamped by this foreign tide, many of those already settled tried unsuccessfully to discourage immigration. Others, more alive to traditional loyalties, provided assistance and advice to their persecuted brethren. Samuel Marcus, who had himself benefited greatly from community support, did his best to help newcomers to the East End. (His own synagogue was changing its composition drastically as the well-to-do moved to the suburbs and the new arrivals took their places.) He continued with his charitable work until his health failed. Nor did he confine it to the Jewish needy, having recognized early that Jews should work within the wider community, and that co-operation with other religions was desirable. His orthodoxy did not prevent friendly alliances with members of the reform community, and with Christians.


The Hambro Synagogue had housed the grateful Samuel Marcus and his family in ‘a nice house … in a very genteel street, No. 15a Bury Street’, where he remained for 25 years and fathered six more children, one of whom died in infancy. To educate seven children on a small income was difficult, but Samuel Marcus and his wife accomplished it triumphantly. The boys went to Jews’ College, to learn to be ‘worthy of the perfectly compatible privileges of their glorious British birth and their still more glorious Jewish faith’. (In Chaim Bermant’s view it was ‘an uneasy synthesis of English and Jewish culture’, producing rabbis with the veneer of Church of England clergymen. Certainly it accentuated the compatibility that already existed between Judaic and Victorian values.) Unusually for orthodox Jews, the Gollancz daughters were also given opportunities to develop their talents. A rich friend in Bremen was permitted to pay Emma Gollancz’s fees at Queen’s College, in Harley Street, and Leah became a serious student of music.


By 1900, when Samuel Marcus died and his grandson Victor was seven years old, the Gollancz family had reason to be satisfied with its position in the world. Hermann, the oldest, was a rabbi and had just become the first Jew to secure a D.Lit. from the University of London. Israel, the youngest, was a university lecturer in English at Cambridge. Emma, after a time as honorary secretary of the Council of Jewish Girls’ Clubs, had gone to Newnham College, Cambridge, until her parents’ failing health called her home. The assistance she gave Israel in editing his many books was well-recognized in academic circles and she edited in her own right volumes of the Temple Classics. (Her Times obituary in 1929 referred to her as Israel’s right hand.) Pauline was married to a headmaster. Leah, who died in 1895, had before her marriage been a fine pianist and an Exhibitioner at the Guildhall School of Music. Within another five years, Hermann had become Professor of Hebrew at University College, London, and Israel Professor of English Language and Literature at the University of London. Both were on their way to knighthoods.


The two middle sons, Alex and Morris, were comparatively unsuccessful, and had gone into trade. Alex, hunched by curvature of the spine, worked hard to attain a decent living; Morris, crippled and lisping, barely held down his job as a watchmaker’s assistant at a pound a week. The contrast with Hermann and Israel gradually grew more marked, and the Jewish Chronicle, of which Alex was a devoted reader, glowingly recited all his eminent brothers’ achievements. Its obituaries of his father emphasized their distinction and their parents’ public pride in them, a version of events confirmed by Herbert Bentwich, who recalled in 1930 that Samuel Marcus ‘and his clever little wife were proud folk, talking always of the talents of their children, with a special pride in Hermann and Israel, who afterwards justified so amply all their boasts and ambitions.’ Hardly surprising, then, that family recollection has Alex and Morris self-conscious about their own relative lack of success and ill-at-ease with Israel and Hermann.


Nevertheless, Alex was devoted to his family and stayed in close touch with his parents and siblings. There was frequent contact with his wife’s relatives, too — the Michaelsons and Friedlanders. Intra-family visiting, therefore, opened up a world of richness and achievement to Victor and his sisters.


On their father’s side there was of course an emphasis on academic excellence, but the musical tradition — so important to Victor later — was very strong too. Samuel Marcus, even on his modest income, had managed to attend opera performances in Bremen and in London, and talked frequently about the great singers he had heard. Alex shared his enthusiasm, and transmitted to the next generation his father’s reminiscences about such legendary performers as Adelina Patti, Jenny Lind, Nilsson, Mario and Tamagno. The musical members of the family were brought up to believe them irreplaceable, and operatic decline inevitable. Morris also adored opera, though he could rarely afford it, and it was one of Alex’s very occasional extravagances. On the Michaelson side, too, there was musical stimulation. Uncle Assur lived with his mother and loved to sing ballads to the accompaniment of the lady he loved, Elsie Grant (a gentile he would not marry until his mother died). They used to hold little concerts which Victor remembered vividly.




The whole complex — Elsie Grant, Uncle Assur, old Mrs Michaelson, leafy St John’s Wood, the studio (with the collection of cracked but beautiful Dresden and Chelsea that Elsie Grant used to keep there) and above all the grand piano, for ours was only an upright — fascinated me irresistibly; and I used to adore being taken there when I was still a very small child, not perhaps more than four or five.





Great Aunt Rosetta Friedlander, with whom the children spent holidays in Hastings, had been an inveterate opera-goer and owned an enormous stock of opera libretti. Victor’s cousin, Arthur Friedlander, was a professional musician. And Victor’s mother could play on the piano such Chopin and Victorian showpieces as ‘The Midnight Wedding’. Winifred also played, and Alex contributed to the musical ambience of Elgin Avenue by humming opera arias around the house — though, like Victor, he could not sing in tune. So music was natural to Victor from infancy as an essential ingredient of normal life. In addition to what he heard in the family circle, he was fired with enthusiasm by the band performances in the parks to which his father occasionally took him.


Art was taken almost equally for granted. Grandfather Samuel Marcus’s exquisite miniature carvings had been exhibited in Germany and were highly prized within the family; Uncle Assur was a painter; Uncle Morris loved antiques. There were other broadly educational influences. Aunt Minna Michaelson was a great traveller, who talked in his grandmother’s drawing room of her journeys, and started off a museum for Victor with a necklace of garnets from the Sahara and a piece of marble from the Parthenon. Uncle Max Michaelson was wealthy, and lived in such grandeur in Sydenham that the young Victor was a nervous visitor there.


Further afield again, Alex had a small circle of close friends with whom family visits were exchanged, and he did not confine himself entirely to Jewish company. He had a few gentile acquaintances, and on at least three occasions brought a clergyman home for Passover. Personalities also varied widely: tolerant Israel, self-sacrificing Emma, romantic Assur, kindly Morris, and Hermann, who had a vanity even more prodigious than his achievements.


All in all then, Victor’s sense of beauty had been aroused early by his family, and his intellectual curiosity had grown in fertile soil. No less important for his development was the family’s commitment to public service. For them, as for many Jews, philanthropic activity was a matter of course. Both male and female Gollanczes appeared regularly in the Jewish press as modest donors to appeals, or as members of charitable and educational bodies. Israel’s and Hermann’s careers took them beyond such humble good works. Israel, although his orthodoxy diminished with the years, worked hard for improvements in rabbinical training, but his most important public service was in a secular sphere. In 1903 he was one of the founders of the British Academy and served as its secretary until his death in 1929, while his other causes included enthusiastic support for a projected national theatre. Hermann, both professor and rabbi, produced an endless succession of translations from Hebrew and Aramaic texts, and wrote on Jewish history and theology, but was also an indefatigable social worker and an active member of committees as various as the National Council of Public Morals and the Kinema Commission. Nor was he averse to controversy. With Israel’s help, he publicly engaged and defeated Chief Rabbi Adler on a major point of principle — a ‘courageous fight … against a somewhat reactionary officialdom’, remarked his Times obituary.


Both Hermann and Israel were vocal in the press on major issues of the day. Israel, for instance, was in 1919 a signatory — with other distinguished Jews like Lionel de Rothschild, Lord Swaythling and Claude Montefiore — of a letter condemning the enthusiasm of Jewish newspapers for ‘Bolshevism and its “ideals’”, which they repudiated as intrinsically dangerous and ‘false to the tenets and teachings of Judaism’. Hermann, even in his old age, broken by the recent deaths of his wife, sister Emma and Israel, and the suicide of his son Leonard, found the strength to enter into a major dispute with the Jewish Chronicle. He had written a pompous but well-intentioned letter to The Times, wishing it a happy 1930, congratulating it on its role as the ‘harbinger of truth’, and listing the grave issues confronting the world. He also demonstrated his essential decency and lack of bigotry by expressing the hope that Arabs and Jews should learn to live in brotherhood in Palestine (anticipating sentiments his nephew Victor was later to promulgate). The Jewish Chronicle at the time was touchy to the point of paranoia about any undermining of Zionism, and accused him in hurtful and vitriolic terms of ‘ridiculous vanity’ in speaking on behalf of Anglo-Jewry. His words were distorted so as to make them suggest Jewish and Moslem religious ‘mingling’. Hermann’s lengthy response was admirably spirited, predictably vain, and justifiably wounded by the gross misrepresentation. When he died, ten months later, the Jewish World and Jewish Chronicle were ungenerous. (Victor, coming from such an environment, took naturally to publicizing his contentious opinions and was to annoy the Jewish press even more.)


Victor’s memoirs are of more value as an insight into the older man, rather than the boy or the youth, for all his efforts to recall accurately the early passions that preoccupied him. The reminiscences of his childhood are so bound up with his resentment of his father’s values as to give an illusion of a claustrophobic household, cut off from any bigger world. Yet his belief that public duty went hand in hand with professional success, his aesthetic values, his intellectual curiosity, his messianic streak, his energy — all are traceable to natural genetic inheritance and the nurture of an extraordinary and outward-looking family. His relatives are not alone in receiving scant treatment in his memoirs: the account of his schooldays mentions his fellows and teachers even more cursorily. It is autobiography in the purest sense — an examination of his own feelings, his own thoughts, his own struggles, triumphs and failures. Those inhabiting the world around him are given no more than occasional walk-on parts, without identity or purpose of their own save to introduce him to new vistas, give him presents he liked, or idly divert or irritate him. He showed no curiosity about any of the people he knew in his childhood other than his father, and those who impressed themselves more positively on him later were frequently banished from his memory in all but formal terms. The reasons, insofar as they can be separated out, were fourfold.


There is no doubt that Victor’s interest in others was limited by his own egotism. He could love individuals passionately, but only if he believed that they loved him no less passionately in return; apart from the occasional youthful crush, reciprocation was essential to him; he had to feel if anything more important to the objects of his affection than they to him. Once that criterion was satisfied, he was free to attribute to them the other necessary virtues. Many a woman (for most objects of his real devotion were to be women) was alternately touched and embarrassed at finding herself a vessel of purity, goodness, spirituality and beauty — an angel unsullied by attempts on Victor’s part to discover what she was really like. In those who did not so lavish affection on him, he had little or no interest. To most of his family he was simply one of six young relatives — certainly of no more importance than Hermann’s three sons — and this it was in his nature to resent. To his mother, he came second to his father. His father expected him to accept and obey, and Victor’s determination to control his own destiny made that impossible. Yet his father put him first, and ultimately it was only his father that Victor tried to understand.


(At the age of thirty-nine, his own master and a successful man, he was able to show his dying father the affection masked for long years by strife and then neglect.




I asked myself if somehow, without saying anything — for he was shy … and would have been embarrassed by a confession — I could get through to him at this very last moment and make him understand what I felt. And so, remembering the love of music that he had inherited from his own father and passed on, for my happiness, to me, I bought a huge pile of gramophone records: forgotten old things that he had heard in his boyhood … such as ‘Casta Diva’ from Norma and the shadow-song from Dinorah and ‘O Paradiso’ from L’Africaine and the drinking-song from Lucrezia Borgia. Hour after hour, until he wanted to sleep, I would play them to him. It was the tiniest of reparations, which he paid back, in his turn, a hundredfold; for a day or two before he died he suddenly muttered to himself, not intending, I believe, that I should hear, ‘I never knew I had such a wonderful son’.


He was a Pharisee; he was hide-bound; intellectually he was everything I most passionately reject. Nothing of this will I withdraw. But I understood as I heard him mutter those words, and I am telling you now as the conclusion of the matter, that underneath all the accidentals — I mean everything that his background and environment and all the rest of it had contributed — the essential was what he then revealed: a gentleness, a humility, a gratitude, a willingness to forgive.





Alex had done more than forgive. For Victor consistently and selflessly to give up so much of his time to an individual rather than a cause was extraordinary. Alex recognized this, and in responding as he did, with a declaration of admiration for his son, he ensured that the love Victor had always had for him would be intensified, and that he would pay him the supreme compliment — that of using every talent he possessed to understand him as he understood no one else, and to explain publicly his point of view and his virtues.)


First, then, Victor’s egotism. Second, people were more often than not primarily guides through whom he discovered new worlds to conquer. Those relatives who gave him a taste for the wider possibilities of life crept into his memoirs on those credentials. Given his precocity, schoolfellows could not even perform this function, so they were of little importance. Where some might remember childhood mainly by reference to friends and shared pastimes, Victor recalled almost exclusively the solitary exploration of an ever-expanding universe.


Third, there was his intensity of address to the interest of the moment, which led him to change the majority of his friends at watersheds throughout his life. Most of those closest to him at one period were usurped in the next by a new group who shared his latest enthusiasm.


Fourth, hypersensitive to adverse comment, he tended always to reject those who criticized his behaviour in any way. Though Victor, as a clever child, was an object of some pride in the family, his clashes with his father, his wilfulness, his attitude to religion and, later, his failure to live up to normal Jewish standards of filial support, led to criticism of him. He rejected the critics and forgot them. The only Gollancz relative to earn a kind word in his memoirs was poor Uncle Morris, whose distinguishing feature was a horror of hearing anyone spoken ill of. He would mutter shyly, ‘Muthn’t thay, muthn’t thay’. Victor, who said nothing of his Uncle Israel, a man admired and loved by his family, friends and pupils, cited Morris retrospectively as the only perfect Christian he had ever known.


The immediate family fared little better. His sisters are mentioned only with reference to his father’s refusal to give them what Victor considered a good education — an early inspiration to passionate feminism. But there were other reasons for leaving them out: the elder, May, however she performed as a sister when he was growing up, was later a woman for whom he had no respect and little affection. She was a naive and rather pathetic hypochondriac, and Victor found her ridiculous. Their paths rarely crossed. Winifred, gifted as a child, became mentally ill as a young woman and degenerated into hopeless schizophrenia.


A more noteworthy exclusion from My Dear Timothy is his mother, who is afforded very few words. Victor confessed the reason in 1953, in a letter to his cousin Oliver, who had asked him if unconscious suppression had been at work. The invitation to a Freudian analysis was accepted:




Conscious suppression, not unconscious. Mother, not father, was at the real root of the trouble at home. Her terribly inhibited sexuality led her to concentrate herself entirely on father (her care of May & Winnie did not fundamentally affect this), and this must have produced in me an Oedipus complex far greater than the normal one — or rather, it turned me against its natural object — as, no doubt, in my tiny subconscious, I felt horribly cheated …


I could not say all this. I could talk about father, because I have resolved my relation with him, & now love him. But I have not resolved my relation to mother (I hope I shall before I die): I deeply sympathise with her, and, of course, I’m dreadfully remorseful that I didn’t sympathise with her then. I’d give up most things in life to be able, retrospectively, to do so (or rather, I mean, to have done so then.) I attribute no blame to her — I mean, she was in no way subject to blame — but I do not love her. And I cannot speak freely about all that side of things till I do love her.





This admission of Victor’s must be taken as correct, for without it, his revolt against everything his father stood for remains bewildering in its range and intensity. There was something seriously wrong in 256 Elgin Avenue, far more wrong than he could ever bring himself to admit publicly, and he, like his sisters, was marked for life by it. At the root of the trouble, as Victor said, lay the relationship between Alex and Nellie. The family tradition is that Nellie had introduced some mental instability, and she was certainly a victim of many neuroses. If the accidental conjunction of her temperament with Alex’s did not make her peculiar, it must certainly have rendered her condition much worse. Where Alex was grimly determined to move not a jot from the values of his upbringing, Nellie’s explorations took in mesmerism, evolution, Ibsen, the subconscious, Herbert Spencer, liberal Judaism, and telepathy. Or, as Victor put it,




anything, any idea or theory or movement of thought, that was a little, or even a great deal, off the main track; the main track not only of conservatism or orthodoxy in the more obvious sense, but also of that sane, solid, bourgeois approach that sees every phenomenon in a commonsensible or plain man sort of way, with nothing highfalutin or mysterious about it …


… beneath a very great terror of life, bound up with sex … she had an eager, searching, almost radical type of mind, as well as such spiritual strivings as could persist in an atmosphere of conventionalised religion.





Alex was ‘affectionately contemptuous’ of these eccentricities, as he was of her attempts at writing plays and novels — which, in his turn, Victor mocked. It says much for Nellie, given her subordination to Alex, that she never let such ridicule deflect her from her interests. At the very least, his suppressed derision and her disguised apostasy must have been a source of tension for the children, betraying as it did a conflict of values. Alex, the man of absolute certainties, represented authority. Nellie, eternally questing and unsure, was neurotically subservient. Yet her influence was the immediately telling one. All three children began young on their own spiritual and intellectual quests.


Nellie’s most apparent neurosis communicated itself to Victor very early: she lived in irrational terror that Alex would not return safely from the office. Her explanation hinged on a traumatic experience, before Victor’s birth, when Alex went to Birmingham and news came of a disaster to his train. Nellie claimed she had had a vision of him telling her that he was all right, but until his safety was confirmed she was panic-stricken and tortured by the ghastliness of the crash. Victor never knew if the story was a true one, but the grip of Nellie’s subsequent terrors was not in question. She was, he said, ‘the most terrified creature I have ever known, except, in some dreadful moments, myself.’ She was compelled to journey each day to Duke Street to collect Alex, unable to live through the agonies of waiting.




The arrangement was that he would always be in his office by a certain hour; and so her anxiety would be confined to the last few minutes of her pilgrimage — culminating in the breath-catching second when, reaching the Duke Street office at a painful run, she would peer through a window from which a thick yellow blind had been removed for the purpose, and assure herself that — yes, thank God, he was there.





On the infant Victor, this daily reminder of his mother’s fears had a devastating effect.




My earliest recollection is of standing on my bed one night in a sort of little boudoir that opened out of my parents’ bedroom. It had just gone eight … my parents were usually back from the City at round about a quarter past nine. During the last half hour my anxiety had been growing: at eight it had become terror … Then, appallingly, the terror developed into panic. I swayed in a horrible dance from side to side, lifting first one foot and then the other: I sobbed dreadfully: I prayed, ‘Dear God, dear God, please bring them home.’ And then I heard the key in the door. I don’t suppose I shall ever again experience the blessedness of sudden relief that I experienced at that moment, and at hundreds of similar moments as the years went by. It was as if the agony had never been. I was no longer alone. I was secure. I went to sleep.





(The ‘hundreds of similar moments’ included many after marriage to his wife, Ruth. If she arrived home late, or he did not know where she was or when to expect her, he became hysterical. A less direct effect of Nellie’s obsession with Alex was, as he said himself, to make Victor fiercely jealous, and that created within him a lasting capacity for jealousy about his loved ones — obsessional in the case of Ruth — which reinforced his insatiable appetite for reassurance and adulation, and his deep aversion to criticism.)


All three children were sensitive, and all three suffered, but in a Jewish family the only son should have been the focus of his mother’s attention, and Victor was thus doubly cheated. It was small wonder that he developed a wide range of solitary interests and consolations. He was saved from misery by his aesthetic sense, intellectual curiosity and capacity for unstinting commitment to the interest of the moment. Everything the world could offer was there to be enjoyed to the full. Momentary experiences that might pass others by were throughout Victor’s life cherished as ‘sacramental’. This early one was typical:




I remember standing one August, as a boy of six or seven, on the little balcony of my home near Maida Vale, and feeling myself caught up I knew not whither as hussars came riding down from a neighbouring barracks, and the paving stones echoed to their horses’ hooves, and the street was afire with the afternoon sun, and everything was silent.





He could be caught up similarly by the density of fog, the feel of rain or earth, the smell of a flower, or the taste of food. Victor was a sensualist in the fullest meaning of the word. Even his passion for cigars he could trace back to delight in their aroma round the park bandstands of his childhood.


Orthodox though his father was, secular ambitions led him to send Victor to non-Jewish schools, the first of which was the Paddington and Maida Vale High School, where he went with his sisters from kindergarten until about the age often. Fifty years later, he could still recapture the smell of doughnuts during school cricket and remember how he used to bat: ‘I would always rush out, I remember, at the hard rubber ball, however wide it might pitch on the off, and make a swipe at it to leg.’


The school, apart from this, rates only a passing mention, and the ensuing two years at prep school — Oxford House, Sutherland Avenue — left no memories worth his recording, so we must assume his time there to have been sensually uneventful. The out-of-school pleasures recalled from that period were experienced alone: bowling a hoop in a nearby street ‘with furious speed’, collecting plane-tree burrs, studying the workings of the railways, painting and fretwork (short-lived enthusiasms) and, most important of all, exploring the world of geology and mineralogy. This abiding interest started with the discovery in his mother’s bookcase of a small illustrated textbook, and he applied himself to building up a collection of fossils, which he found either in quarries on the outskirts of London, or during occasional summer holidays with relatives in Margate or Hastings. He did not deign to buy them or receive them as gifts ‘for the search, the discovery and the careful extraction — cutting round and prising out so that nothing might be damaged or lost — this was the heart of the matter: the third term in a relation between me as a person and the rocks, the holy spirit, which purchase, or previous possession by alien hands, would somehow have robbed of its purity.’ His laboriously collected specimens were arranged — each with its own Latin label — in cardboard nests of drawers he had bought at a draper’s.


Although opportunities for building up his collection were few, he was able to extend his knowledge of the subject more easily. For all the repression he felt in many areas of conduct, he was allowed a great deal of freedom of movement for a child of his age and time, and at the age of ten he became a regular frequenter of the South Kensington Museum, where he was permitted to work in the geological library and sketch exhibits. He also joined the Geologists’ Association. Limited pocket money and the restrictions on Sabbath travel made it impossible for him to go with his fellow-members on fossil-hunting expeditions, but that frustration did not dent his interest, which continued for several years after he moved on to public school.


The enthusiasm was not discouraged at home, but any thought his parents might have had that geology could be his career would have been without foundation: Victor was incapable of any scientific mastery of chemistry, physics, astronomy, botany or zoology, so his potential was severely limited. He knew it himself, but his romantic absorption in the subject continued unabated, joined as time went on by an equal passion for palaeo-botany and palaeo-zoology. ‘It was the world’s magic past that so compellingly called to me: nostalgic with a nostalgia far surpassing mere homesickness or longing for one’s own petty past, I lived starry-eyed in the strange vast aeons that had preceded my arrival on earth.’ With so many sources of bliss around him, and the promise of a world full of infinite variety, his childhood was, as he said himself, ultimately more full of joy than pain.


The same temperament, however, could heighten distaste or irritation into an occasion for frightening violence, agonies of fury, or fits of sobbing. By his own account, his lifelong horror of war originated from just such an occasion — and he referred back to it often in broadcasts and in conversation. At the age of six, he came across a commemorative volume for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, a volume called Sixty Years a Queen.




I was looking through this book one day, round about my sixth birthday, when I came across a couple of pictures that faced one another: on the right-hand page was the Charge of the Light Brigade (at Balaclava) and on the left-hand page was the Charge of the Heavy Brigade. In one or other of them, I don’t remember which, a man on horse-back was slashing down with a sabre at another man’s head, and the other man’s head was — half off. I’m back again now, from half a century later, in the Elgin Avenue drawing-room; or not in the Elgin Avenue drawing-room, because as I looked I was the man with his head off, and the whole of me was an agony of pain and an obscene degradation. It was at this moment that my horror of war was consciously born; a horror that was then, as it has been ever since, a horror as of something that was in the same room with me, that was on the very table in front of me, that was outraging me, even though it might really be happening in China or Spain. And a horror not only of war; a horror also of violence, and of flogging, and of capital punishment, and of all the other unspeakable outrages that never fail to produce in me a feeling of personal contamination.





It is, of course, impossible to assess how much the mature Victor was grafting on to his young self a complex response to what was clearly an unpleasant experience, but there is no doubt about the trauma. It demonstrates how imaginative a child he was, not least because the picture was far less horrifying than his memory records. There is no man with his head half off, although there is a graphic depiction of one slashing with his sword at another. Victor’s was a morbid imagination. Loathing the horrors of the world, he tended to brood on them. The experience as recounted has another point of significance — Victor putting himself in the place of the victim (‘outraging me’). It was a technique he deliberately employed throughout his life to give immediacy to his campaigns against suffering. Much later, he talked of how he spent the night before an execution trying to live in the mind of the condemned murderer, and was accused of attributing to his subject the sensitivity that was peculiarly his own. Such criticisms were perhaps unfair: he was going further than others in an exercise virtually of his own inventing. Yet his public declarations on the matter, and his inability to understand the accusations, betray a gap in his reading of human nature. In the spectrum of his universal sympathy, the middle range was often grey, or out of focus, or neglected in favour of the more satisfying extremes.


Over-reaction to the common experiences of childhood was also evident in his attitude to Sabbath visits to the synagogue. Victor was thrown into an early passion of resentment by the walk to his Uncle Hermann’s synagogue — a walk made compulsory by the Sabbath taboo on riding.




… there was the forty-minute walk after Saturday breakfast to the Bayswater Synagogue …


If I thought that there was the slightest hope of sensationally bad weather, I would get up as soon as it was light and anxiously examine the sky; for there was quite a good chance that if it was really pouring cats and dogs, or was obviously very soon going to pour them, my father would announce, to my — I was going to say ‘to my relief’, but that is a feeble expression, for often I would hop from foot to foot in an ecstasy of delight — my father would announce ‘No Synagogue today’.





It was a fifteen-minute stroll. Perhaps the mature Victor was subconsciously exaggerating the length of the trip to point up the stupidity of the prohibition on transport, but it is as likely that the compulsory nature of the undertaking greatly magnified the burden of the imposition on the young Victor. It was the first stirring of resentment against the obligations laid on him by a religion not of his choosing. The intellectual rebellion was to follow, as he became older and acquired the vocabulary to challenge every aspect of a faith and practice that seemed to him irrational.


No doubt even a household requiring occasional Church of England worship would have inspired some resentment, but orthodox Judaism meant not only unquestioning obedience to received wisdom, but a remorseless succession of observances and taboos that brought the conflict into daily prominence. Victor has given many thousands of words to it in his memoirs — the forbidden food, the attendance at synagogue on high days and holy days, the ritual prayers, the goy housemaid to light the fire on the Sabbath, the prohibitions on writing on that day, on switching on the electricity, on using the telephone — the list was long, and less bearable as he discovered other children free from such constraints. Hypocritical and absurd as they seemed to him, he was yet unable to shed certain ingrained revulsions in later years. He was never, for instance, able to eat pork or shellfish. Nonetheless, he never felt his identity threatened.




… while in one very real sense I felt personally involved, simultaneously, in another and even realer one, I didn’t feel involved at all. The thing touched me and didn’t touch me at the same time. The reality of my involvement was an accidental reality, not an essential reality. It was the real me that was affected, but not (I knew by every instinct and lived with the knowledge) the realest me.





Hence the channelling of compulsion not into unhappiness, but into anger and occasional bouts of blind rage when his father responded to his intellectual challenge with bland rectitude. Like David Daiches’s rabbi father, Alex ‘took it for granted that the deep, unmentioned roots of his own faith would spread automatically down the generations.’ He had an uncurious mind, a Jewish education and no understanding of the pressures of a Christian society on the next generation. Victor records the phrases his father employed in an effort to stanch the relentless flood of disputation: ‘I suppose there is such a thing as public opinion’; ‘People don’t do such things’; ‘So you see nothing wrong in riding on Shabbas. Very convenient!’


The synagogue ritual for the Day of Atonement annually brought their arguments to a head. The all-day fast and the hours in the synagogue were bad enough, but the recitation of the Al ’Hit (General Confession) drove Victor to distraction. To admit to robbery, usury, lying and a multitude of other crimes, and so accept the notion of collective guilt (and the implication that he was held responsible for the sins of others) produced in him an intellectual brainstorm. After all that to hear his father’s refrain ‘Thank God I have never done anything wrong in my life’ drove him on occasion to physical violence.


Victor felt only the disadvantages of being Jewish; he relates nothing in his memoirs of his barmitzvah (coming of age ceremony), and took no pleasure in Hebrew; and there are but a few hundred words on what for many people was the crowning glory of family life — festivals and the celebrations of the Sabbath. He admits to enjoying only the Feast of the Succot (Tabernacles), during which booths laden with greenery and fruit were built outside as the focal point of the celebrations. It was sensuality again, for he relished the rich sights and fragrances, but there was another advantage: Alex constructed no tabernacle, and the family visited others’. That he failed to find pleasure in such traditionally happy family reunions as the Passover seder was largely a result of conditions in the Gollancz family. Alex and Nellie, uneasy partners, lacked the gift of making such a celebration moving or joyful. Similarly, Alex failed to convince his son of the merits of male pre-breakfast prayers and the laying of tephillin (little boxes containing Hebrew texts) on head and arm. As with his intoning in the synagogue, Alex imbued his words and actions with neither colour nor meaning. To Victor it was so much mumbo-jumbo, and he ceased to participate as soon as he could. It was not all Alex’s fault that Victor lumped together the feasts, the prayers and the taboos and found them devoid of spiritual significance. The boy’s innate resentment of authority left him peculiarly ill-fitted to participate even in potentially pleasurable events if his father had a dominant role.


The father’s tragedy was his failure to transmit to Victor the legacy of Samuel Marcus — a sincere and uncritical acceptance of the glories of Judaism. Indeed, the next generation was prone to condemn Alex’s conformity as a literal rather than spiritual interpretation of the tradition; Israel’s son Oliver saw his Uncle Alex as the epitome of formal religion and barren orthodoxy. Victor described his father quite accurately as ‘a fanatic for the commonplace’: nothing could move him an inch from his faith in formal Judaism, the Conservative Party and the Daily Telegraph. It may have been that his education at Jews’ College made him even more vehement in his support of the Jewish community’s values than his father. Of the many letters he wrote to the Jewish Chronicle, by far the most proclaimed the importance of observing the ban on Sabbath trading. The only traceable exception to his virtual obsession with the minutiae of Jewish life was a letter to The Times (much later, in 1926) suggesting that the dates for beginning and ending summer time should be coloured in all calendars.


Alex’s reversal of his father’s innovative approach to the education of women was to lead to particularly ugly scenes with his son. Alex was determined to rear May and Winifred for marriage and motherhood. He may have felt that his sister Emma’s academic training had caused her to remain a spinster. By conventional Jewish standards, Alex’s three sisters had failed in their natural function. Pauline and Leah, though they had married, had no children. Victor became aware early that May and Winifred were being trained for nothing, but makes no reference in his reminiscences to the deleterious effects on them as individuals. He is, quite consistently, concerned only with the effects on himself. When he went to public school his dissatisfaction turned into full-blown feminism, but even before that it was another focus for rebellion against his father. There were early political arguments also; while Victor was still at prep school, he had become an enthusiastic Liberal. After all, his father was a Tory, and that early detestation of violence made Victor warm to Lloyd George as soon as he heard of his opposition to the Boer War. He quite naturally cleaved to the party he thought to be against imperialism and in favour of peace.


By the time that Victor, at thirteen, won a scholarship to St Paul’s School, the obstinate father was faced with as obstinate a son, and the grounds for argument coincided with all that the father held sacred. Victor was challenging Alex’s every view on religion, politics, society and conduct. Alex’s reliance on home and synagogue influences to keep Victor on the Judaic straight and narrow had already been shown to be misplaced. Now, with the onset of adolescence, Victor’s struggle against paternal authority could only intensify.


Notes
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CHAPTER TWO


SCHOOLDAYS
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VICTOR’S LATER ATTITUDE to St Paul’s (in Hammersmith, West London) was characterized by a benign indifference. The institution, the teachers and the pupils figure hardly at all in his recollections, which centre around his independent activities and his own inner life.


Yet St Paul’s was a remarkable and happy school, highly regarded by most of its ex-pupils, and it had a considerable effect on Victor’s intellectual, if not his emotional, development. As a day school, he said later, it offered none of the public school magic that was to entrance him when he went to teach at Repton. At Repton, though, he was in a position to initiate change and hold centre-stage; he could not have bowed as mere pupil to the fagging, corporal punishment, petty rules, empty ritual and anti-semitism he would have been all too likely to encounter at a conventional boarding school. St Paul’s was outstanding academically: it gave him a first-class classical education, brought him into contact with peers brighter than the public school mean, and offered full rein to his developing political views. Perhaps the best advertisement Victor could give these aspects of the school was virtually to omit them from his account of it. It means he found himself untrammelled on his journey to self discovery, and free from the intellectual frustration that would have arisen had he been required to move at the pace of a slower majority.


His account of his first day at school falls short of the laudatory:




Dirty and sordid lavatories have always obsessed me, and I still occasionally have nightmares about them. There are Freudian explanations for this obsession which seem reasonable to me; but I derive it in my own case from a visit to the lavatory on my very first day at St Paul’s, and the shock it gave my instincts for cleanliness and beauty. Through one of the many doors in a row, with the paint flaking off them, you entered a cubicle of rather grimy roughcast, and sat down on a depolished seat. Below the hole in the seat was a trough of stale water, which ran undivided from the beginning of the row to its end. Lying in the water, or floating sluggishly down from higher up the stream, were lumps of ugly faeces, which emitted a mouldering smell. I didn’t like it; I liked it so little that I preferred, during my whole time at St. Paul’s, to endure agonies of restraint right up to the last possible minute, rather than visit the horrible cabinetto.





Victor entered St Paul’s in September 1905 as a Foundation Scholar, entitled to wear a silver fish on his watchguard, and with full remission of fees. There were 153 Foundation Scholars, the number chosen to correspond with the number of fishes caught in the Miraculous Draught, and about a quarter of the school’s complement — an indication of its policy of attracting the able. Not that Victor’s attendance at St Paul’s was dependent on gaining a scholarship. Although he later tended to play down the family’s prosperity, his father’s income varied between £500 and £1000 a year — far above that of the average professional before the First World War. St Paul’s annual tuition fees of £24 9s would have been easily affordable. By offering so many scholarships, and welcoming an unlimited number of Jews, St Paul’s had a head start in competing for university scholarships and exhibitions. The teaching was splendid and though athletes were admired, there was none of the philistinism of the classic public school: academic excellence was the goal. (St Paul’s made special arrangements for Jewish boys. While morning and evening prayers were being held in Hall, they met in the art school. The venue also for those suffering after-school detention, it was described by a staff-room wit as ‘a synagogue in the morning and a penitentiary in the evening’.)


Victor’s arrival coincided with that of its new High Master, the Reverend A. E. Hillard, who had taken over from the redoubtable Dr William Walker, creator of the modern St Paul’s. The change probably operated to Victor’s advantage: Hillard, a rather dry, steady, colourless man, kept his distance from the pupils. Moreover, he taught only divinity, from which Jews were excused, so Victor had virtually no contact with him. A classical scholar, best known as co-author with his colleague Cecil Botting of a famous Latin textbook, he continued the classical bias of the school and made only organizational changes.


The school was organized into clubs rather than houses, and Victor was in ‘D’ Club, whose head for his first four terms was that stalwart of the Army Class, B. L. Montgomery. Other future notables in the school included G. D. H. Cole, four years Victor’s senior, and Harry Nathan (later Lord Nathan of Churt), with both of whom Victor was to be closely involved later in his career, just as his path was also to cross that of several earlier Paulines — Norman Bentwich, Leonard Stein and Leonard Woolf. That roll-call testifies to the intellectual strength of St Paul’s and the prominence within it of gifted Jews. Victor’s immediate contemporaries achieved less fame, but many of them were to reach high positions in the civil service, in academic life or in other professions. Victor, clever though he was, had to work hard to excel.


He spent his first two terms in the ‘Special’ form, reserved for promising classical scholars. In the huge, echoing Hall, he and 33 other boys spent the day on Greek exercises, and were sent home with Latin prep. His first-term reports show great prescience on the part of his masters:




Has worked excellently well. Perhaps is inclined to think a little too much of simple speed: but when his interest is aroused the quality of his work is of the best. Has good abilities and great powers of work. He has come on fast this term. Translates well: (shows literary appreciation). Very promising.





The classical bias at St Paul’s made for a restricted curriculum. Victor’s time there was given over not quite exclusively to Latin and Greek composition and the reading of classical authors in the original. French, English and mathematics were the only other subjects studied, and were not taken very seriously. It was a grinding schedule. School hours were 9.30–5.00 every weekday, and the younger boys were expected to do two hours’ homework. For Victor there was the added burden of a five-or six-mile walk home on winter Fridays, as the Sabbath ‘came in’ at sunset. He was accompanied by two much older boys who, from a sense of their own dignity, ordered Victor to walk behind them and forbade him to speak unless spoken to. Victor’s involvement in the life of the school stopped with his schoolwork. Even had he so wished, he could not have played games, as they were held on Saturday. There was no outlet for his musical interests at the school, and his father would not permit him to learn an instrument, lest his schoolwork be affected (just as Samuel Marcus’s father, almost 80 years earlier, had refused to allow his son to learn the violin).


The organization of the school enabled a bright boy to skip from form to form so quickly as to make few permanent friendships. Victor reached the top form, the Upper VIIIth, at the age of sixteen, having passed through six forms in three years. He had done well at all subjects, even mathematics, which he was allowed to drop at fifteen. He collected several form prizes during these years and his reports were consistently good, if not outstanding, with only an occasional caveat. The only serious criticism during his early years at St Paul’s was that his written English needed compression, for Victor, then as later, considered his own prose too good to cut.


In the printed records of the first few years there is only one reminder of the individual: Victor’s long fruitless quest for the top Smee prize. Mr Smee had endowed a prize of £17 per year ‘for original work of a scientific or practical nature’ and this was normally divided proportionally to merit among all the entrants, so that the top prize was only £3 or £4. Victor failed in far more lucrative and prestigious prizes at school (and later at university), but the Smee rankled most. He was an also-ran in three consecutive years. The first time his submission was an enormous drawing entitled ‘The Age of Reptiles: A Diagrammatic Sketch of a Typical Landscape in the Jurassic Epoch (Original)’, which Victor viewed nostalgically 40 years later.




It is an extraordinary performance: comically ill-drawn, but done with such obvious devotion, such painstaking attention to the last detail, as really to be rather moving. An accompanying key classifies the various objects in appropriate categories: aves, reptilia, pisces, crustacea, echinodermata, arachnida, insecta, mollusca, and vegetabilia … ninety-one items in all. There are pterodactyls in the air, ichthyosauruses in the sea, an iguanodon, among other monsters, on land … There are a couple of extensive beaches, with each grain of sand meticulously filled in; molluscs, and a fine assortment of my beloved ammonites, richly cover them. There is an array of cycads … with various spiders hanging low from their fronds … and there are rocks in the sea, with bryozoa sticking to them. But the centrepiece is a gigantic brontosaurus, with a sausagy neck, a half-witted gape, and an eye no bigger than a grain of my sand.





He won only ten shillings, so he tried again in 1907 (‘The Age of Mammals. A Diagrammatic Sketch of a Typical Landscape in the Tertiary Period. (Original).’) with exactly the same result. He doubled his winnings the next year, this time transporting to the school his precious fossil collection. Whether this third Smee failure was responsible for, or only coincidental with, his loss of interest in matters geological we do not know, but Victor, who had been reading ever more difficult textbooks, seems abruptly to have abandoned his studies.


Throughout his life, acquaintances found both endearing and annoying Victor’s apparently random responses to disappointment, often blaming native perverseness when insignificant setbacks provoked his most explosive expressions of disgruntlement. There was an internal logic to his reactions, however: he could accept defeat at Latin composition, which engaged his intellect, but he had put his heart into his geological researches. The Smee examiners’ failure to see their worth was a blow to the inner Victor, a blow still resented when he wrote My Dear Timothy.


New enthusiasms were taking over, and, Smee notwithstanding, left little room for fossils. Chief among them was music, which had thus far been an accidental pleasure, to be seized when the opportunity presented itself. Alex provided the catalytic experience when, as a treat, he took Victor to the opera in about 1907.




He worked hard over that first Traviata he took me to, marking some principal arias in the libretto … and making me con it: and he kept whispering to me at the performance, sometimes unnecessarily (as ‘ballet’) and sometimes helpfully (as ‘cabaletta’, when Melba broke into ‘Sempre libera’).





Victor found the performance deeply moving and began to frequent the opera alone. Over several seasons, occasional visits became regular, and regular visits grew into attendance at every possible musical event. Each performance fuelled the growing obsession and made him more frantic for the next opportunity. There were opera libretti at home, and these were supplemented by his discovery in the attic at Elgin Avenue of Telegraphs, dating back a decade or two, which gave cast lists of forthcoming performances. Victor learned off the dramatis personae and their interpreters and at night in bed he prepared himself from the libretti to hear the operas. His Great Aunt Rosetta donated her large collection, so he had all the classics. He also made lunchtime visits to a library near the school.


At sixteen Victor was an addict and caused his father considerable worry by his fixated ravings, most particularly about Emmy Destinn — a dramatic soprano who, he decided, was the greatest singer of all time. By now, although still bound by his father on matters of religious observance, Victor was largely out of parental control, and had begun a musical round that occupied almost all his spare time. In season, he rushed to the Covent Garden gallery queue every day after school and seat B49 was recognized by the regulars as his.


His first love was Verdi, and he claimed 47 attendances at Aida by 1914, but he also became an early enthusiast for Wagner (the cause of many skimped lunches — a bar of chocolate and a banana — at Hammersmith Public Library). He was carried away by the music-drama, and Alex, already wounded by Victor’s insistence on Destinn’s ascendancy over Adelina Patti, would protest: ‘Leitmotiven! Nothing but a lot of repetition.’


Victor was intoxicated by Tristan. ‘For three or four years, until the curtain came down on all such possibilities in the summer of 1914, Tristan was half my life: I lived in the anticipation of it, in the experiencing of it, in the remembering.’ He even persuaded his sister Winifred to play through the opera from a piano score.


There was far more to his musical life than Verdi and Wagner, although so much time was given to tracking down performances of their work all over London. Of the wide range of opera he heard, he later singled out three great experiences: the 1910 Savoy production of Gluck’s Orfeo (which he attended three times), Pelléas et Mélisande (Debussy having become familiar from the piano-playing of Elsie Grant in Uncle Assur’s studio) and Richard Strauss’s Elektra (advance criticisms of which damned its ‘revolutionary cacophony’, and so ensured the young radical’s sympathetic attention).


The list goes on: Sunday afternoon concerts at the Albert Hall, seasons of the proms at the old Queen’s Hall, bands at the White City, and a record shop there where he could have records played for him. Drury Lane, the Old Vic and even the Holloway Theatre figured in his itinerary. He was transported by Beethoven, Haydn and Mozart; he worshipped Berlioz; he was unmoved by Bach. Victor’s love of music in his boyhood verged on the mystical, and while his appreciation grew more sophisticated in later years, he was never after 1914 to experience the enchantment cast over him by the singers he heard then. And though he was to admit that Henry Wood was not a great conductor, he venerated him for his education of a whole generation — Victor’s generation. Wood




understood, as by no means every conductor understands, that a concert should be an act of communion, with soloists, orchestra, every member of the audience and the conductor himself participating in a sacrament of unity. Or if he did not consciously understand this; if he would not have put it that way himself: then his simple and unreflecting humanity, and his love of music and respect for his audience, combined to produce an atmosphere akin to that of an early Christian love-feast. We really did love everything and everybody on those prom nights: the music, the performers, our neighbour and Henry Wood.





The communion was marred, in the view of the mature Victor, by his own ‘spiritual greed’. So all-absorbing was the search for joy that he revelled in the anticipation of it even more than in the actuality, to the extent that the immediate satisfactions of a performance, even as it was happening, came second to the enticements of the next. There was another level of perversity — the fear ‘that by hearing something precious too often I should grow tired of it, and that this would mean not merely to spoil my own pleasure, for the thrill of dawning recognition would be done for if the thing had become too familiar, but somehow to dishonour the music itself.’


This fear used to grip him on his trips to the White City, where he would spend his waiting moments counting how many performances of any scheduled piece he had already heard. Whatever the total, he could never leave, much less stop his ears.




If Aida happened to be included I wanted to keep away but couldn’t; and then when I got home I would be seized by a dread that everything had been ruined — and for how little: Covent Garden was one thing, a military band another! — and would go through a kind of ritual counting in an effort to persuade myself that I hadn’t really heard the work so often after all. The formula never varied, and was repeated two or three times on each occasion: ‘Aida. Heard it nine times at Covent Garden: heard it three times on an MB.’ MB meant military band. And I would do the same for other operas.





The neurotic fear dissipated with the gradual revelation that great music could never become stale; there would always be new interpretations to savour. The spiritual greed, the lust for joy and the sweet torment of anticipation stayed with him until maturity. His own later self-assessment concluded that this was a manifestation of his childhood’s ‘particularly fierce egoism’ and it is hard to dissent, or to dismiss the remorse implied by such admissions.


Music was the healthiest of the areas of contention around the family table, but Alex’s frequent aside to his wife when Victor was in full flow — ‘The boy’s meshuggah [cracked]’ — became more agonized as Victor ran up his social banner. His daily route from Westbourne Park Underground Station took him by a row of near-slums, outstripped in their squalor by those he passed on winter Friday evenings, and he was beginning to find in four writers in particular the ammunition he needed for the running battle with his father.


Ibsen was first: ‘The exposure of conventional humbug! The satire against compact majorities! The hatred of compulsion! The warning against betrayal of a self’s uniqueness!’ Shaw was a ‘divine gadfly that … goaded us into life more abundant’ through a moral passion ‘to deliver us from indifference and complacency by putting, with a gaiety that masked his priesthood, “the case against”.’ Maeterlinck’s symbolist dramas touched that part of Victor’s imagination that brooded on the dark mysteries of love and death, and Walt Whitman’s ‘pansacramentalism, his contempt for respectability, and his fellow feeling with harlots and criminals’ gave expression to a new philosophy which Victor was determined must be preached to mankind in general and Alex in particular, ‘for how could it conceivably happen that the truth should be shown to a man and he shouldn’t recognize it in a second?’ His father, annoyed and bored by the incessant tirades, amplified his lament: ‘The Ibsen and the Shaw and the Whitman and the Maeterlinck — the boy’s meshuggah.’


There was political argument too. Carried away by the excitement of the 1906 election, he was ‘body and soul’ with the Liberals, a precocious reader of the Daily News and a venomous critic of Alex’s conservative Daily Telegraph. Lloyd George was his hero, especially after his 1908 People’s Budget. Victor stood four-square for anti-imperialism, social reform and individual freedom — and anything else calculated to make his father squirm. Public opinion, respectability, simple-minded patriotism and conformism were anathema to Victor’s messianic zeal:




… and with a passion so fierce that I was compelled — really compelled, driven by a force that I couldn’t withstand — to rise up in immediate defence of anything or anyone in any way unorthodox, by simple reason of their unorthodoxy and irrespective of what my own views might happen to be about the person or topic in question. There was something missionary in this passion; I had the burning conviction that if for a moment I were silent, if for a moment I compromised or hummed and ha’d or were anything but to the last degree militant, I should be guilty of most shamelessly betraying what, beyond any particular truth or falsity in the matter under discussion, was an overriding truth, or rather the overriding truth, at the very heart of reality: namely that everybody was not only entitled but categorically obliged to think, say and do (subject, in the last case only, to his not hurting others) what he himself might consider it proper to think, say or do.





In fairness to Victor, Alex’s obdurate refusal to countenance any new ideas whatsoever made him just as much the aggressor. No one could change his views, not even when otherwise all-important family loyalty was at stake. Israel, for instance, semi-orthodox himself, had married a non-orthodox wife, and his memorial service was held in a Reform Synagogue. When he died Alex mourned him, but in his own way. He inserted a death notice in the Jewish Chronicle announcing that prayers would be at his — Alex’s — house, and in the issue covering the memorial service at the West London Reform Synagogue, it was reported, at the behest of Alex, that he had not attended it. Similarly, when the Jewish Chronicle quarrelled with Hermann over his plea for Arab-Jewish co-operation, Alex obliquely but clearly dissociated himself from his brother, in a letter to the editor proclaiming his life-long Zionism. He might have believed in collective guilt, but not in guilt by association.


Yet though Alex never shifted his own ground, he was tolerant, never directly (as far as we know) forbidding Victor to proselytize, and contriving, in time, to forgive May, who hurt him deeply by becoming a Christian. This counted for little, for ‘shun the limelight’ as he might, his complete certainty that his views were ‘correct’ frequently drove Victor into violent rages.




Sometimes, I am afraid, I completely lost my head. Leading down from the hall of our house to the basement was a flight of stairs, enclosed, in some curious fashion I can no longer visualise, by a sheet of coloured glass. One day in the middle of a furious argument I smashed my fist through this smokily yellowish screen, and the resulting wound spread down to my finger tips and up beyond the shoulder. The remains of it are still visible: a tiny bleached scar just above my right wrist.





He found other ways to take the offensive, including vegetarianism, which he adopted for a few years up to 1911, his last year of school. He abandoned it for reasons he could not later recall, beyond a certainty that it was not out of moral weakness, ‘nor from a dislike of making a nuisance of myself and demanding special arrangements and generally upsetting things, for consideration of that kind was no part, I fear, of my attitude to my parents.’


Little consideration was evident in his rejection when he was about eighteen of some of the orthodox taboos. Victor barely mentions his father’s reaction, though it must have brought him more grief than anything else. But there was consolation for Alex in Victor’s continued academic success, for in his last few years at St Paul’s, when boys were expected to do three hours’ homework, Victor’s routine was to come home from Covent Garden, study for an hour, knock six times on his forehead and thus prepare himself to awaken at 6.00 to finish his work. Nor was this all. He felt that homework didn’t really count because it was compulsory, and therefore without meaning, so he was driven to do extra ‘real’ work. Looking back, he saw this compulsion as a mixture of guilt (an important element in his character), hatred of external authority, and passion for self-direction.


Even allowing for exaggeration in Victor’s retrospective estimate of a regular 1.00 a.m. arrival home, it is odd in the context of the times that his parents allowed him to adopt a style of life that was to induce chronic insomnia. Probably they had little choice: he was outside their control, and they were past trying. He writes of lack of money when he was at school, but between pocket money and lunch money, cheap gallery seats and free band concerts, he had enough to render the musical world accessible. Besides he was prepared to go without lunch, queue for hours, and then walk home. In any case, with Nellie so often immersed in a mystical world of her own, and Alex so rarely at home, supervision of the family was minimal. In any case, why provoke the anger of one all too prone to rage at any curtailment of his liberty?


Victor had joined the top class in September 1909 and his teachers saw fit to award him the Winterbotham Scholarship (£3510s annually ‘to the most deserving student in Classics’). That same year he passed School Certificate and began work for a university scholarship. His reinforced sense of individuality was clearly spilling over into the classroom. In July 1910 his Latin master wrote rather sniffily: ‘Unequal worker and singularly bad critic of himself: wants rather more “Latin sense”. Keen.’ His English was noted to be ‘Fluent and connected: not very interesting’, and his English style not ‘as good as his matter’. However, the standards were exacting; though the youngest in the class, Victor came third overall and was runner-up for two Latin prizes. By Christmas he was top of the class, and drew approving comments. ‘He is able, and vigorous, and full of interest’, and he was urged to concentrate on the classics — an injunction he obviously took too much to heart, as the next report accused him of neglecting his French, and ‘sacrificing soundness to effect’ in English. The Greek master found him too talkative and the Latin master, though considering him in general a good scholar, thought he had little facility in Latin verse.


It says much for the rigorous standards of St Paul’s that Victor should earn critical reports in a year when he again won the Winterbotham Scholarship, and added to it a prize for Latin essay, a prize for proficiency in comparative grammar and philology, and a prize for Latin elegiac verse, in addition to sharing the VIIIth form composition prize and narrowly missing the prize for Greek iambics — worth over £50 in all. But St Paul’s success was based on perpetual challenge.


By this stage boys in the VIIIth were expected to translate The Times leader into Greek or Ciceronian Latin twice a week. One of the masters, A. D. Knox, impressed Victor with his ability to pick up a leader and read it off straight away in Platonic Greek. Cecil Botting, his successor, was not quite in that league, but he was the only master Victor referred to in his memoirs, where he describes their occasional visits to the opera together, and his helping Botting with the leitmotiven. Botting was a tireless private coach and Victor thought him constantly divided between his sense of duty and his capacity for good living. ‘He was always torn during the intervals between a desire to absorb my expositions and a sense of duty that kept nagging at him to mug up next day’s Homer. He usually chose the latter.’ Much of Botting’s attraction for Victor was his apparent willingness to listen to musical instruction, but he also scored with Victor by giving all his pupils before departure a wonderful dinner with ‘all the appropriate wines’. (At his own farewell dinner, Victor was sick after a very strong cigar, for although he had been introduced to them by a friend of his father, cigars had not yet become one of his main pleasures.)


In the autumn of 1910, Victor was elected to the School Union Society, a school debating club unusual in the independence accorded its officers, who were allowed to run it without interference, and choose their own subjects for debate. G. D. H. Cole had been President in 1908, by which time he was a confirmed socialist, and the minutes show conservative boys in a majority at debates, with a strong radical element running them close in numbers. Victor became a frequent speaker, his first recorded speech including a defence of Dr Crippen. The second was priggish, condemning musical comedy as ‘extremely inartistic’, degraded and guilty of shutting out better and more serious plays. His political liberalism came into prominence during the first term of 1911. He declared himself for the introduction of the referendum, as it would ‘educate the lower classes, and rouse the people from their lethargy’, and spoke the following week in favour of British evacuation of Egypt. Two weeks later, he again made an impassioned speech on the losing side against ‘more drastic restrictions on alien immigration’.




Mr Gollancz, in opposing, conjured up a pathetic picture of exiled Russians, leaving their ruined homes and their country streaming with blood, and sailing away to England, their breasts glad with anticipation and their dreams full of the White Cliffs they should soon behold. But lo! the door was slammed in their faces. The day the Alien Bill was passed was a bad day for England, which up till then had been a land of freedom. There was no narrow patriotism in humanity.





Speakers for the motion exhibited xenophobia and flippancy, with an anti-semitic flavour which led to a walk-out by Victor and his class-mate Teddy Solomon. They were prevailed upon to return and Victor duly made his rather touching concluding speech, which seriously taxed the reporting powers of the secretary. He ‘pointed out the worldwide influence of Tschaikowsky, Shoppenhauer [crossed out] Goethe and Schiller (phonetic sp!) and other foreigners. Beauty was conceived differently by different critics. The generally accepted stamp of a foreigner “fat podginess and trumpet noses” might be lovely and attractive in the eyes of some.’


Not all Victor’s boyhood views were identical with those he held as an adult, but there is a remarkable consistency down all the years. In April 1911 he announced his hopes for universal peace. By now secretary of the Society, he was abused as an aesthete in a debate in October when he declared his support for a current strike, speaking ‘of the awful condition of the poor who were without proper food, clothes, or dwellings. The only way you could open the eyes of the public to this state of things was to make them suffer. Peaceful picketing was justifiable because those who refused to strike were traitors.’ On this occasion he carried the majority with him.


A week later he was under attack on charges of general negligence, particularly with regard to the brevity of his minutes. Surviving a vote of censure by a majority of 17 to 1, Victor took the bit between his teeth, and his succeeding minutes were so slapdash as frequently to frustrate his biographer. He also introduced the time-saving practice of abbreviating stock phrases, so that a typical entry began ‘At a.d.m.o. Thursday November 16th at 1.45pm the Pres. in the chair, the m. of t.p.d.m.w.r.a.c.’ And after along argument, he secured the right to suppress any part of a speech he thought worthless. Victor’s behaviour was an amusing early indication of his impatience with routine and his autocratic streak. He remained impervious to criticism which extended even to the Pauline, the school magazine, where appeared the following thrust: ‘The Secretary, although his minutes are sometimes “scrappy” is a mine of information on music.’


The scrappy minutes yield the information that Victor was in favour of reciprocity between Canada and the USA, thought the works of Charles Dickens overrated, entirely lost the minute-sheets of a meeting, approved of the public school system, thought that ‘the great modern problem was relation of old and young’ and considered social reform an inevitable trend and impossible to stop by artificial means. His term of office ended good-humouredly, when he ‘regretted his numerous shortcomings as Secretary and trusted that his successor would not have as many votes of censure passed on him as he had had himself.’


Given what we know of Victor’s temperament and interests, it is hardly surprising that he was not popular at school. A near-contemporary recalled him as a compelling speaker who would attend the junior debating society even when in the senior, but though he was nice to younger boys, they found him rather superior and dogmatic. And while he did well, he was not academically supreme — a fact made plain when he failed in 1911 to win a scholarship to Balliol — so he did not merit the respect paid to those whose results were outstanding. Neither his multifarious interests nor his inclinations led to any intimacy with other boys. Very occasionally, in his final year, his classmate T. L. Martin accompanied him to the opera, and he vividly recalled Victor arguing violently with other people in the queue about the relative merits of Puccini and Verdi.


The other major thread of Victor’s development in these years is his sexual awakening, which of course brought him joys and agonies of exceptional intensity. His first sexual experience he puts at the age of nine (the same as Rousseau, he noted), and it was unwittingly instigated by the headmistress of the Maida Vale High School. He later described her as small and in late middle age, dressed in black, and less than sexually attractive.




It was in her study that the experience happened. But no, this is not quite right. It had begun to happen a few minutes earlier — at the moment at which, for some reason I cannot remember, I had been told I was to go and see her. I have mentioned Rousseau. I must make it clear, therefore, that no physical contact of any kind took place between me and the headmistress: that I desired nothing of her, as she desired nothing of me: that no word was spoken by her, and no gesture made by her, which even with my present experience I could imagine to have been remotely sexual, either in origin or in significance: and that it was of the situation and the situation alone — the being sent for by her, with me, the small boy, as the summoned, and she, the grown woman, the headmistress, as the summoner — that my experience was born.





Victor found the experience ‘sweet and poignant’ and sought to recapture the ‘feeling’, as he described it, by praying for its return and inventing fantasies to help it along. Every time it recurred, it seemed more intense and although he was ignorant of sex and therefore the feeling’s origin, natural instincts soon brought masturbation to his aid.




The ecstasy it gave me was overwhelming. But I never practised it for its own sake: I should have felt that dishonourable. I am getting into deep waters, but I must put it like this: my surrender at the moment of my summons to the study — for surrender is of course the proper word for it — was how sex awakened in me, sex the bodily aspect of our destiny to merge: I was caught up out of myself, literally in ecstasy: I was loyal thereafter to that ecstasy of surrender: and masturbation helped me to achieve it. Masturbation without the surrender, if such a thing had been conceivable (and I doubt whether the practice is ever possible without fantasy), would have seemed to me disloyal and disgusting. And if anybody accuses me of highfalutinly dramatising a common or garden tendency to masochistic autoerotism, I shall reply that you explain nothing by labelling it; that my memory is excellent; and that I have been honestly living myself back, these last two hours, into an experience of early childhood.





Innocent ecstasy turned into shame and guilt when he reached puberty, and more particularly with the advent of his first nocturnal emission, which terrified him lest it be a symptom of desperate illness brought on by masturbation. His parents were surprisingly enlightened: news of the evidence on the sheet reached his father, who overcame great embarrassment to reassure him: ‘There’s nothing to worry about in what’s happened to you: it’s nature.’ The terror retreated, but the guilt remained.




It was precisely a sense of having isolated myself, cut myself off from what I have previously described as joy in communion or communion in joy, that masturbation produced in me after every new act of self-indulgence…. Each time, when the thing was over, I felt that some link between me and everything had been deliberately broken by my own act: not merely a precious link but an essential one: and that now, by the breaking of it, the essence of me and of everything was somehow irretrievably spoiled.





Every masturbatory episode produced consequent misery, followed by hope, followed by ritual counting (‘I won’t do it again after counting twelve’), followed by joy, followed by another lapse and so on. He lived with repeated failure, he says, by suppressing his guilt, yet his reliance on his own will-power to cure the habit was hopeless, since it did not recognize the need for communion with the divine. None of this seriously affected his enjoyment of life until, when he was about sixteen, a schoolmate (with ‘big, slightly bulbous green eyes’ and a ‘malevolent whisper’) told him he knew of his filthy habit, which put him beyond the pale for decent people, and warned that he was now beyond salvation, and would ‘rot and rot inexorably till he died’. Victor’s vague knowledge of sexually transmitted diseases served only to augment this new terror: his reading of Ibsen’s Ghosts and his mother’s warnings about lavatory seats merely confirmed the malevolent prognosis. He lived several months, he estimates, believing himself unclean, diseased, and robbed of any chance of marriage or fatherhood — ‘the dream of perfection I had cherished for almost as long as I could remember’. He felt like an outlaw: ‘By my own deliberate act, by the way I had contaminated my body (I am describing to you exactly what I felt), I had broken the links that united me with universal living: I was separate, alone, without lot or part in the everything. I had deprived myself, treacherously, of it; I had deprived it, quite as treacherously, of me.’


Music could not help, because he had betrayed it. He avoided it.


Ultimately he nerved himself to visit the family doctor, Richard Armstrong, a man of whom his mother was rather enamoured, and whom Victor despised. Armstrong rose magnificently to the occasion. He allayed all his fears, explained about sex and gave him friendly advice, culminating in an injunction not to work too hard and to replenish his vitality when grown up with a couple of whiskies and soda every day. ‘He showed me out. I turned my face to the sun and sniffed the stone pavement. I smiled. Hell was a myth, Paradise the only reality.’


Suspicions of later over-dramatization on Victor’s part are dispelled by a reading of a poem composed a few years after the consultation, heralding his later paean to Armstrong — ‘dearer to me, on account of one common-sensible action, than that of any other of my many dead friends.’ The sonnet, ‘To R.S.A.’, reads:






Old friend, I sneered once at your Tory mind —


I, the young Radical. ‘He understands


To set a bone well with his doctor’s hands,


But not the soul of his own human kind.’


There came a day for me when I must find


A friend to tell my fear to — how the strands


Of innocence seemed snuff’ d, & the wide lands


Of joy forbidden. God, were all men blind?







This one would listen with a mocking eye,


Laughing at such poor boy’s simplicity;


This other, as I told him brokenly,


Would frown & coldly censure … Should I try …?


Ah well, you understood. I’ll do my best


To thank you with my love. Forgive the rest.








Masturbation apart, sex was not a problem to Victor during his schooldays. He had been romantically drawn at the age of eleven to a girl a few years older, ‘but though I wanted very much to be in love with her I was really only in love with her name, which was Una.’ Otherwise he remembers only once being stirred erotically before he went to Oxford, and that by an unknown woman in a short skirt. He fell in love with a boy at school but it was a love untarnished by sexual desire, and brought him bodily peace and a sense of cosmic harmony. 




I wonder whether homosexual love may not sometimes be purer (purer in heart) than average heterosexual love; and whether to give everything and demand nothing, after the fashion of chivalry, may not more commonly be the mark of it.


… No love in my life has been purer, in the sense in which I have already used the word, more selfless and other-regarding, than my love for Gilbert Joyce.





Victor’s only memento of ‘Joyce’ (a pseudonym) was a photograph inscribed ‘To V.G., on winning the only open scholarship to New College.’ Victor, in his nineteenth year, was older than many of his competitors. Nonetheless, this award was a major distinction that greatly impressed his schoolfellows. During his last two terms in St Paul’s, Victor was an important man. He was a prefect, and, as the top classical scholar in his form, should automatically have been Captain of the School, but that position involved the reading of prayers, so as a Jew he was precluded. He continued to work to the St Paul’s standard, encouraged to prepare himself for competitive scholarships once at university. He ‘set a valuable example of steady and interested work in his subjects [Latin and Greek]’, and the English master confessed that he ‘writes more sensibly than he did’. He was secretary of the Debating Society, indulged himself to the full in music, and was happy in his love for Gilbert Joyce. Normally casual in his attire, he was more impressive now that success in the scholarship entitled him to wear academic dress. Life was sweet, the only discordant note sounded by another prefect — a ‘filthy swine’ — who implied that Victor’s relationship with Joyce was a sexual one. Even problems at home loomed less large, now he was an independent success and free of religious shackles.


He went up to Oxford in the autumn of 1912, at nineteen-and-a-half, on cordial terms with his parents and with a future bright in academic promise.
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New College, Oxford


23 Dec 1911


DEAR SIR,


You did a very good Essay & got 93 marks for it. General Paper 65 Latin & Greek unseen 50, 61 Latin Prose 70 Greek Prose 65 Greek V 55 Latin Verse 70 —


I think you ought to get one of the University Prizes, but unless you improve are not up to the Hertford or Ireland — With all good wishes


Believe me               


Yours sincerely


W A Spooner.





The Warden of New College was known for his honesty. On this occasion he was also percipient; even nine months of nose to grindstone failed to turn Victor into a scintillating classical scholar. As a contemporary observed, Victor had an outstanding intellect, but as a pure scholar was good, not great. His interests were too wide and his mind too undisciplined, particularly once the tight régime of the school timetable was lifted. By his own account, Oxford for him meant an extension of his knowledge of the cosmos, the discovery of friendship and the working out of how he might ‘remake the world’.


It proved fortunate for Victor that he had failed Balliol. Just as St Paul’s had been the school for his intellect and temperament, New College was the ideal college. Sir Ernest Barker has written of it:




If there are three standards by which the merit of an Oxford college may be judged — the quality of its scholarship, the beauty of its buildings, and the prowess of its athletes — all would agree that whoever was first on any of these standards New College was certainly second on all … if and when it was not first.





Its foremost asset was the Reverend Dr Spooner: kind, shrewd and loved by his colleagues and his undergraduates. Victor’s retention of his letter (when others from dear dead friends were unhesitatingly consigned to the wastepaper basket during clear-outs) speaks of the warm regard in which he was held. In My Dear Timothy he paid him handsome tribute, for Spooner in his wisdom gave his undergraduates the loosest possible rein. Victor’s persistent avoidance of ‘compulsory’ lectures might have led to trouble, but Warden Spooner handled him brilliantly.




‘Mr Gollancz,’ he said to me once, ‘Mr Henderson tells me you go to no lectures, and are generally slack in your work. When he’s given you a composition to do you turn up with nothing, and explain that you’ve been very busy. Busy at what? At your clubs and societies, he tells me. Well, I shan’t interfere. If you pull off a first, I shall congratulate you. If not, I shall take away your scholarship and send you down.’





That there were remarkable dons goes without saying. More remarkable were their ‘bonds of common affection’, observed by Barker — affection for the Warden and the college, and for the sense of community thus engendered. Two were pre-eminent for Victor: Gilbert Murray and Hastings Rashdall. New College was acknowledged as the leader in Greek studies, and Murray was then its presiding genius. His successor as Regius Professor, E. R. Dodds, wrote of him:




His lectures were memorable, not merely for the delicate art with which they were composed or the beauty of the voice in which they were delivered, but because they were a communication of experience; it was this which gave them their quite extraordinary quality of immediacy. To hear Murray read aloud and interpret a passage of Greek poetry brought successive generations of his students the intoxicating illusion of direct contact with the past, and to many of them a permanent enlargement of their sensibility.





Murray was not locked in the past; he cared about the contemporary world also. Although Victor regretted his being a rationalist, he applauded his humanitarianism, referring to him (in a letter to his parents) as ‘Gilbert the great’. Later they were associated in many public causes, and the relationship was warm, though never close. Hastings Rashdall was also a strikingly good man, who was to have a profound effect on Victor’s religious experience at Oxford.


Apart from these two, and Spooner, Victor had little to do with the dons, preferring to spend his time with New College undergraduates. The student body was mainly conservative, but there was a liberal and socialist coterie which provided Victor with his closest friends. He did not go further afield in search of kindred spirits; New College had all he needed.


Bernard Strauss, a couple of years Victor’s senior, was his first and best friend there. They had known each other for many years, as their families were close, and Bernard was deputed to look after Victor when he got to Oxford. (His brother, Frank Strawson, was to be a director of Victor Gollancz Ltd; another, Otto Strawson, became a reader for the firm; a third, Eric Strauss, the psychiatrist, had an uneasy relationship with Victor for many years; and a sister, Doris Orna, did occasional translations for the firm.) Bernard was a warmhearted but serious-minded man from a highly political family, all of whom were fanatical single-taxers.*


Victor’s circle also included Ralph Rooper (a pacifist and an open scholar in History), Douglas Jerrold (a sardonic, individualistic, irreverent radical), Ewan Agnew (rich, philanthropic and gentle), J. B. S. Haldane (the brilliant socialist and scientist), Spencer Hurst and Paul Hobhouse. Harold Laski did not become a friend, but his was an influential presence in the college and the Union. They all thrived on endless wrangling over ideas, politics and solutions for the world’s problems. Before Oxford, and for some years afterwards, Victor adhered to a serious reading programme to equip himself ‘as efficiently as possible, for liberal or progressive world-citizenship.’




I was eager to understand how the world-machine functioned — how the wheels of the world went round. Wages, prices, production, money, shops, rate of interest, banking, credit, trade, ‘business’, foreign exchange, gold points, tariffs, employment, supply and demand, entrepreneurs, taxation, middle men, five pound notes — what, in hard fact, did they mean, these and a hundred more like them? How did they work out in practice … And how, more important than anything, did they all fit together?





As a discipline, economics was not to Victor’s taste, but he read widely within it and then explored the solutions — syndicalism, Fabianism, guild socialism and many others. All these were meat for discussion with his friends. ‘For the rest, I read anything, in prose or in verse, that rang with the praise of freedom: or sang for joy: or was instinct with a feeling for human dignity and universal brotherhood.’


He was in love with Shelley, William Blake and Plato, all of whom appealed to his metaphysical instincts. To his schoolboy pantheon of Ibsen, Shaw, Whitman and Maeterlinck were added many more — dramatists, chiefly, for although he read some novelists, his main interest was in plays, the ‘principal vehicle for exposing social shams and furthering the work of human emancipation’. The post-Ibsenists were especially important, for their work was complementary to his other studies, but all theatre with a polemic flavour was attractive to him, from Ben jonson to J. M. Synge.


Victor approached such reading in characteristically earnest fashion, and records his annoyance at Laski’s blasé attitude:




He came round one evening and told me he had been working very hard: ‘I want to slack a bit,’ he said. ‘I should like to read one of your plays.’ I enquired whether he’d like something lightish or heavyish. ‘I don’t care in the least,’ he replied. When I’d looked something out that I considered suitable, he glanced at it hurriedly and asked for three more. ‘I’ll bring them all back in the morning,’ he said.





Despite so many distractions, Victor’s neglect of academic work was yet not total. During the spring and early summer of 1913 (when his play-reading embraced Greek drama) he was wrestling with his submission for the Chancellor’s Latin Essay Prize — ‘A Dialogue on Socialism’. In the Easter vacation he wrote about his exertions to a recently acquired non-Oxford friend, Harold Rubinstein, a young lawyer and playwright he had met at the opera.




‘Liberalism & Socialism’ is getting on — though I’m finding it much stiffer than I thought and I am not at all sure that the ideal which I uphold against socialism — and also against a lot of official Liberalism — would not seem to you and many socialists socialistic. It very often seems so to me but I’m sure it isn’t, and at any rate its something very different from the socialism of the Fabian Essays and the introduction to ‘Major Barbara’. But whether its socialistic or not its social.


However these be ‘but the maunderings of a mind that can’t keep off a piece of work in hand.’





It was a substantial piece of work and incorporated Victor’s political thinking as it had so far developed. In My Dear Timothy he spends almost 5,000 words summarizing its argument, which was presented as a discussion between a young socialist, Sosiades, a liberal, Cleanthes, and an old conservative, Epiondes. Although Cleanthes comes out the winner, arguing powerfully in his closing speech for gradual social reform rather than demolition of the existing structure, he admits that his programme will take a long time. When it bears fruit, however, it will be seen ‘that it was prudence and not timidity that restrained us’.


Victor later saw the essay as a portrait of his mind in 1913.




It is the picture of a liberal horrified by poverty: seeing it as a barrier to the development of personality that liberalism longs for: turning to socialism as the only cure: reacting against socialism as itself inconsistent with the liberal criterion of universal freedom: but fighting an antisocialist battle which, in the very moment of attack, is already regarded as lost. For I cannot read that closing speech of Cleanthes, with its clear low note of sadness and even despair, without hearing it as a swan song.





That the battle is lost is by no means implicit in Cleanthes’ peroration, and Victor’s contention that it is was so much post hoc rationalization. He always disliked any allegation of inconsistency in his views, quite correctly claiming a natural progression, but in his eagerness to prove it, he attributed too much farsightedness to the young Victor. In 1913 he was still full of hope for the Liberal party: it was to be many years before he could accept socialism, before he could conclude that the good of the majority outweighed considerations of personal liberty.


He won the Essay Prize, and the university had the piece privately printed. He says modestly in My Dear Timothy that he was probably the only contender, but it was a remarkable document for all that. It demonstrates a precocious grasp of contemporary politico-philosophical issues, combined with the scholarship necessary to couch sophisticated arguments in Latin prose.


Yet again, Victor had exercised his penchant for work entirely of his own choosing. The Greek plays were read for fun. The prize was for fun, status and money (of which he was always rather short at Oxford, presumably because any contribution from Alex was pitched at undergraduate adequacy). Victor’s tastes were not luxurious, but he ran up substantial book bills, he liked good food, wine and tobacco, and there was the expense of musical performances when he was in London. Spooner himself had helped out with a loan of £50, but Victor was a needy case only by comfortable standards. His Easter holidays had been spent walking through Wales and Devon.


In this letter to Rubinstein, there is a passage illustrative of youthful enthusiasm bordering on presumption.




[The] spot I was at was lovely — about 3 miles from Bettws-y-Coed. I suppose you know the latter. I think it the ideal place for a Festival Theatre. To spend the summer there walking in the morning, playing tennis and boating in the afternoon and then all going together in the evening to the theatre, to hear the ‘Ring’ or ‘Agamemnon’, relieved by ‘You Never Can Tell’ and ‘Consequences’ [a play by Rubinstein] — I can imagine nothing more ideal. It is really quite time that we did have a Festival Theatre in the country. Bernard Shaw was once keen on the idea (he talks about the ‘Ring’ on Margate Pier — of all places! — in the ‘Perfect Wagnerite’) and I am going to write to him and one or two others and try and stir them up. I believe the money could be raised quite easily.





It was one among many ideas which lapsed, like his plan to have his own play staged — for his creative endeavour in 1913 had run to the composition of a sub-Ibsen drama called Daughters.


Daughters must be seen as a form of catharsis. The main characters are the Alex Gollancz family, thinly disguised as Mr and Mrs Chadworth and their children Janet, Grace and John (or Jack, twenty years old, ‘tall, straight and magnificently vital, with a high forehead and thoughtful eyes’). Janet is introspective and reads all the time, Grace is going mad from frustration, and Jack intends to be Prime Minister. He champions their right to a liberated and productive life against the hopelessly intransigent attitude of his father. A sample:




MR. C. (Very angrily). You’re very clever, aren’t you, with your high falutin talk and your mad modern ideas. But I’ve lived in the world a little longer than you, and I’m not going to discuss with you whether I’ve brought up my daughters the right way or not. (Tenderly). Do you think I’d ever let Grace drudge at hard work when there’s no necessity for it? Thank God I know what’s the correct thing.





Although he gets wild with anger at such conservatism, Jack is genuinely fond of his father and worried by his overwork and tiredness. His mother seems merely to irritate him. (Rather pathetically, the only significant difference between Jack and Victor is that Jack has a ‘deep, rich voice, full of the joy of life’ when he sings the theme of Siegfried’s horn.)


In Act II, when he is forty, Jack is already Home Secretary and is introducing a Women’s Suffrage Bill, which against all expectations fails. (Oddly, Victor in My Dear Timothy says it was a bill for the abolition of capital punishment, a lapse made all the more bizarre by his clear memory of the play’s feminist message.) Jack’s wife, Sylvia, a loyal political supporter, appals him by insisting that their eighteen-year-old daughter Una should not have a career. Desperate to convince her, he announces that in addition to the spinster Janet he has a sister he has not seen in twenty years.




She got unhappy — and she only half knew what it was that was the matter with her. She took to going with Father to the ’bus in the morning, and watching the men with their newspapers starting for business … Then her mind began to get morbid and unhealthy … She fed on herself … And one night she went away with the foulest-minded man you could imagine … We could never get news of either of them again … That’s the whole pitiful story.





Coup de théatre: the butler enters to announce the arrival of a strange woman, who turns out to be a sunken-cheeked Grace, abandoned by her husband after two years to make a living on the streets. Jack (to whom it apparently does not occur that he might offer Grace a home) takes her back to her parents and Janet, who is still reading. Chastened, Sylvia agrees to allow Una to work for a living.


The action of Act III takes place three years later. Grace is getting madder and Mr Chadworth is weak, bent, tired, lame, haggard, lined, weary, broken and sometimes dazed and bewildered. Mrs Chadworth ‘In her every action … shows that all her life is centred in her husband.’ Una comes in.




The girl of the last Act has developed into a graceful and lovely woman. She is glowing with health, and is filled with a great vitality which is never boisterous. She has the deep and quiet joy of life which is worlds apart from superficial gaiety; and sweet seriousness looks out from her eyes.





She has come to announce her engagement to her father’s private secretary: after the marriage they are off to spend their honeymoon in Lord Holdhurst’s house in Italy. As Jack in Act I drove Grace to desperation by describing his marvellous life outside the home, Una now does the same, with fearful consequences. She leaves the house ‘singing softly, with all the joy of pure womanhood, Wendy’s tune from “Peter Pan”’, and Grace does something horrifying — presumably to herself — in a room offstage.


‘It was not a good play,’ said the mature Victor. It was a very bad play, but valuable as an exorcism of 256 Elgin Avenue, and a mine of clues to the Victor of 1913. The situation at home had deteriorated. May, ‘of a strongly religious temperament and … dissatisfied with orthodoxy’ was about to apostatize from Judaism to Christianity, despite all attempts by Alex and Hermann to keep her in the fold. (After baptism she worked for a time in the East End at Dr Barnardo’s, and her father, though he did not follow the tradition of sitting in mourning for her, could not bring himself to see her for some years. Victor, giving Alex full credit for his virtues, was rightly proud of his tolerance in leaving her the proper share of his estate.) Winifred was also turning troublesome, and already showing signs of mental instability. Victor’s attitude to his involvement was clear from Daughters. Railing against his father’s treatment of them had gained nothing, but there was no suggestion that he considered a brother’s responsibilities might go further than that.


The young Victor thought very well of his play, and was heartbroken because he did not have the £80 necessary to stage it. He had it typed and bound, and dedicated it to Ewan Agnew, ‘Friend, feminist, and lover of the drama, This play is dedicated in sincerest esteem and truest affection by The Author.’ At least one other copy was painstakingly written out in his own hand, bound in leather, and presented to a close friend.


Club and society life was important, and Victor was a member of the liberal Russell and Palmerston, a founder member of the Liberal Club and a speaker at the New College debating society, the Twenty Club. On the literary side there was the New College Essay Society, restricted to eighteen members at any one time, with the ritual recitation of a Latin toast followed by the passing of a loving cup around members and visitors… ‘but when my own turn was coming to bow, receive the loving-cup, drink, face about, and bow again, I always felt afraid that I should giggle nervously and ruin everything.’


The society was deeply serious; it specialized in such papers as J. B. S. Haldane’s on Darwinism, A. P. Herbert’s on State Interference, and Bernard Strauss’s on Masefield. Victor attended quite frequently and spoke, and, after a couple of unsuccessful efforts, was finally elected in June 1914 on the proposal of the president, Douglas Jerrold. A more frivolous body was the Midwives, so-called ‘because we assisted at the birth-pangs of one another’s compositions’, and one of the few societies in which Victor was closely associated with members of other colleges. It provided some light relief in Victor’s daunting intellectual schedule.


‘[Christopher Morley] had found a forgotten letter, signed Kathleen, in a blotter at the Union, with a number of crosses and “These are from Fred” as a postscript. The novel we composed on the basis of this fragment, writing a chapter apiece, was a miracle of deduction.’


The Union, however, was the main attraction.




I was constantly there, not only on Thursdays in the Debating Hall, but almost every day of the week in some part of the building or another: writing letters for instance, in what is now the billiard room — one initialled the envelopes and posted them free; and this made me feel very important, so that often, when there was nothing in particular to write about and nobody in particular to write to, I would think up recipients and topics for the mere fun of scribbling my initials … But better than anything were the long slow winter afternoons, spent amid the haze of tobacco smoke in the reading room upstairs. The armchairs were deeper than any in the world, the fires like fires in a railway engine … I would sit there from lunch till nearly seven, reading, dozing, eating much hot buttered toast.





Of course, there was much more to his Union activity than that. Victor was anxious to be a success, and he worked hard at it. Lord Birkenhead, in his life of Walter Monckton, describes the difficulties of speaking in the Oxford Union at this period.




… the audiences were large, incalculable and merciless. They had become conditioned by [Philip] Guedalla to a form of speaking difficult to imitate, grave in purpose, frivolous in outward appearance, heavily embellished with epigram and paradox. The speaker addressing them for the first time was as one groping through a maze … There was something of the atmosphere of a Roman arena, and courage and a constant animal alertness were demanded of those who were to survive and triumph in these lists.





Contemporaries were less taken with it: C. E. M. Joad found the Union depressingly conventional, overserious and terrified by any ideas beyond the ordinary; Jerrold said in his memoirs that he recalled no star orators; and Isis reports frequently aspersed the general level of mediocrity. Varsity, on the other hand, found the general standard ‘wonderfully good’, while lamenting the absence of individual speakers to rank with the great of the past — a complaint common to most generations in most such institutions.


The first two Presidents in Victor’s time were R. M. Barrington-Ward, later editor of The Times, and Walter Monckton, later an influential Conservative minister and confidant of King Edward VIII. (Balliol and New College tended to dominate the Union.)


Faint praise was the house style in Isis and Varsity reports, but it was never damning enough to stifle Victor — who, indeed, earned his share of bouquets. His debut, in November 1912, was in a debate on women’s suffrage. Laski was effective, and Victor ‘seemed interesting and well meaning; we shall hear him again.’ They did, in January, when Victor ‘had the honour and credit of ably winding up one of the best Union debates [on Food Taxes] of recent terms.’ The next debate — women’s suffrage again — exhibited Victor’s ‘patience in waiting and power in speaking’, and although he spoke ‘too fast and too long’ the following week in favour of the disestablishment and disendowment of the Church of England, he was ‘well worth hearing’. Partnering Harold Macmillan in a condemnation of public schools for being out of touch, he earned an ‘eloquent’ beside Macmillan’s ‘brilliant’.


He was elected to the eighteen-strong Library Committee in March 1913, coming sixteenth, improving that to ninth in June. That month, defending the motion ‘that War between civilized modern States is impracticable and unreasonable’, Victor ‘denied that support of the motion was inconsistent with patriotism’, and ‘made an earnest and quite successful speech’.


By the beginning of his second year, Victor’s enhanced status was evident from his promotion up the list of speakers. On 16 October, in defending the government, he was commended by Isis for ‘really debating’, while Varsity found his speech ‘detailed and fluent’. A week later, he attacked the government’s attitude to militant suffragist outrages, and was very loud, fluent and sincere, though Isis carped that he was ‘not good enough to speak twice running’.


He was ‘on the paper’ (announced in printed notices) for 27 November, and wore the appropriate full evening dress. He spoke in favour of the abolition of theatre and music-hall censorship, and Isis and Varsity gave him the attention due to a rising star.




Isis:


[He] declared that he had torn up his prepared speech, as its matter had already been used by previous speakers. It was this, I fancy, which accounted for his being more effective than I had expected. It intensified his always obvious sincerity, and arrested his generally too fluent speech. Probably the best speech of the evening.




 





Varsity:


[He] was horribly pleased at speaking No. 5 ‘on the paper’. Self-satisfaction is his great danger as a speaker. Otherwise he was really very good, fluent and full of knowledge.





In December, Isis ran an assessment of contemporary debaters.




Who is not dull at the Union? Firstly, there are three New College speakers who have treated the House to some genuine oratory — Mr Raju, Mr Laski and Mr Gollancz. All these are naturally fanatic, and the two latter (especially Mr Gollancz) have a rather exaggerated idea of their own importance. But, anyway, they remain as the only three (and the third is doubtful) who really can move the House.





The two journals had charted Victor’s emergence over the years from his New College contingent: Bernard Strauss (‘horribly depressing’, yet ‘loudly applauded by Mr Gollancz … These two always seem to be enjoying some awful conspiracy’), J. B. S. Haldane (‘decidedly entertaining in his lighter moments’), Douglas Jerrold (‘the Union’s prettiest wit’), A. P. Herbert, and Ralph Rooper, of whom ‘much may be expected in the future’, although he ultimately fell short of his promise.


The esteem in which Victor was held as a speaker was not matched by his personal popularity. The reporters were broadly consistent in their appraisals up to the summer term: ‘Mr V. Gollancz … has yet to master himself … One is always made strikingly aware of the opposite view by reason of his inability to realise that there is one.’ … ‘[He] gave an able and lucid exposition … but he should be less monotonous and less certain that every sane man agrees with him.’


Elevated to fifth place in the next Library Committee elections, he was absent through illness for a good part of the second term, but on his return was again first speaker, this time on a motion condemning the policies of the South African Prime Minister, Louis Botha. The following week he advocated ‘drastic changes in the Public School system’, and




lamented the impossibility of cross-bench speaking. After rebutting certain arguments already used from his own side of the House, he brought forward three reasons for his support of the motion; the too great length of a Public School career, the absence of co-education, and the monopoly of this education by richer classes. The best speech during this debate, and greeted with well-merited applause.





He spoke once again that term, in favour of ‘One man, one vote’, but was outdone by Nicholas Davenport, whose speech on the gospel of ‘No man, no vote’ was hailed as brilliantly witty by both university organs. Victor, said Varsity, ‘was singularly lacking in humour in his attitude towards Mr Davenport’s speech; in fact, we fear this failing is always rather obvious in his speeches. Otherwise, he is quite a fluent and sound speaker.’


Perhaps significantly, Victor had just been defeated for the position of treasurer by Davenport, by a margin of 177 votes to 52. A few days later he achieved the accolade of election to the Standing Committee, and a place on the green benches beside the president’s chair. He had forgotten this when he wrote My Dear Timothy, but he plays down his Union successes overall:




my longing [for office] was in vain, for my Union career was not a success. I spoke well — much better, I think, than several of the men who won office: but passionately always, in the heaviest of manners, without elegance or cynicism or wit. My style was a little like Cicero’s, or Raju’s, though I never attained the perfection of these masters. Moreover, I was without charm of manner, had little intellectual distinction, dressed badly, and, at the beginning, didn’t even know how to dine … Most damaging of all, I was socially an outsider.





This last observation was true. Etonians, Wykehamists and old boys of other senior public schools dominated Oxford, and though a number of St Paul’s men were there, they could not compete as a clique. Victor, in any case, showed little interest in them. Nor did he have the money or athletic prowess to gain entrée into more prestigious social circles. (His Jewishness was no more than a minor problem, for there was little egregious anti-semitism at Oxford, and Victor, after the St Paul’s experience, had no cause to bear a chip on his shoulder.)


Ultimately it was his temperament and personality that denied him popularity, just as it had at St Paul’s. His didacticism repelled those outside his small circle of friends, all of whom were interested (allowing for Jerrold’s irreverence) in what preoccupied Victor; in return, he had no time for those averse to serious conversation about the issues of the day. While he accepted all invitations, he spent a great deal of his time alone, reading. His emotions were so intertwined with his intellectual preoccupations that he was not easily capable — ever — of small talk. Politically messianic, he must have been an uneasy companion for the Tories who held sway at the Union.


His disposition to anger compounded the problem. Passionate resentment at slights — real or imagined — was always to have a dire effect on his personal relations. Two episodes from Oxford illustrate this.




Cecil Chesterton and I were both present one night at a meeting of the Fabian Society, which was private — he as the guest of the evening, I an outsider smuggled in by a friend. He made a slimy, smeary, nudging, winking sort of antisemitic speech; and after waiting in vain for some protest I attacked him myself. I was afterwards told that I had surpassed all limits in offensiveness, and that my behaviour had been particularly shocking in view of what was due to him as a guest and of my own dubious status there. I mention the episode, not because I am proud of it (though I really am, rather), but to prevent you drawing false conclusions, in the matter of antisemitism, from anything I may have written in this chapter.





The other episode figures in a sonnet he composed a couple of years after it occurred. It was written in a fit of remorse, and dedicated to Ralph Rooper, probably his second closest friend at Oxford, at a time when Rooper was on ambulance service in France. 






Forgive me for it — that unhallowed night


Through which we walked together, long ago,


And spake no word, because I hated so,


Being foul with jealousy. We left the light


And nursing poison, as mean serpents might,


Came out on Shotover. There, far below,


Lay Oxford, our great Mother, in a glow


Of generous warmth. Shame caught us at the sight;







And — God be praised — with pitiful words I tried


To kill the silence. Turning, back we strode


To homeward … and at last the Cowley Road,


Magdalen, and our own gate, and your fireside.


I may speak of it now; for hate is dead,


And love, binding us three, rules in its stead.








‘Being foul with jealousy’ was a state of mind familiar to Victor all his life. Starting with his anguish over his mother’s obsession with his father, it marred many other relationships. With men it was to be jealousy at their fame; with his wife, jealousy of any affections on her part that might threaten theirs — their own children were not exempt. The ‘unhallowed night’ expiated in the sonnet seems to have been the culmination of some triangular drama with sexual undertones involving Victor, Rooper and another. He fought the jealousy once he had recognized it, but there were always severe limits to Victor’s self-knowledge, particularly during the currency of any passion. The cause in this case was probably the girl with whom he fell in love (or, as he put it, ‘imagined’ himself in love) at Oxford — Joy, Ewan Agnew’s sister, who was ‘beautiful … like a tall green lily’. This infatuation was not long-lived. It had not yet begun in his first term at Oxford when he met his future wife, Ruth Löwy, at a single-tax dinner in London and ‘gazed into her eyes the whole evening … I imagined myself in love with her beauty and goodness — with the combination of them, I mean: and let me add, for the benefit of psychoanalysts, that however lovely a woman may be, however radiant with every glory extolled in the Song that is Solomon’s, I can feel no atom of desire for her person unless her goodness is to match, and the other way about.’


Certainly the many women over the years for whom he felt love at varying levels of intensity were distinguished by social conscience and a sincere concern with the state of the world. The serious attachments were all to attractive women, who were frequently taken aback by Victor’s public tributes to their pulchritude. His women had to be both beautiful and good, so if he was attracted by some spiritual quality, he projected physical beauty on to its possessor. This exercise was unnecessary in Ruth’s case (although she could hardly live up to Victor’s assertions of her pre-eminence among all women in both spheres), but she was for the moment inaccessible so Victor was free to go back to Oxford and fall in love with Joy.


Joy inspired two poems. They were of equally awful sentimentality, and one serves as an early illustration of an important trait of Victor’s — his need to relax into child-like dependence on the woman he loved:




To Joy — after seeing in her album my portrait with a line from ‘Peter Pan’ written below it.









Many a name of the sweetest tone,


Many a name has been given to me;


Boyfriend’s, & girl-friend’s, & Mother’s own,


‘Dominus’, ‘Tootles’, & ‘Victor G.’


But voice ne’er sounded so graciously


As when, on a day, said faëry Joy


‘This is the name I will give to thee —


  “I want to be always a little boy’”







So now, when at night the winds make moan,


And my heart is sick for what cannot be,


When the sun goes down, & I feel alone,


Far from where men die — ah, then I see


The brow & the eyes & the hair of thee,


The hair’s soft gold without alloy,


And I hear thy voice say whisperingly


  ‘I want to be always a little boy’.







Is it less happy, the rose full-blown,


Than when the bud held it tenderly?


Nay, this is the secret — when we’re grown,


To do great things with a heart of glee.


The good God meant it so; but see,


Men have broken their lovely toy;


And I want to mend it beautifully,


  I want to be always a little boy.







            L’Envoi







Girl-princess, woman soon to be,


Grow up, don’t grow old, dear faëry Joy;


Oh remember this that thou taughtest me —


  ‘I want to be always a little boy’.








Clearly, Joy had read Victor well. We do not know if she was drawn to him physically; certainly he was not to every woman’s taste. Though about five-feet-ten and slim, he was balding and round shouldered, and looked much older than his years. He made little effort with his appearance, dressing in shapeless and untidy clothes. His nose was prominent, and he wore glasses for his short sight. Features that were to make him rather fine looking in later life were unappealing in a young man. His successes with women had to be based on the magnetism of his vitality rather than on physical attractions.


When the Joy affair had run its course, Ruth came into view again in the summer term of 1914. He wrote to his parents: ‘Harold Rubinstein is staying here the week end beginning June 12th — and so is Ruth Löwy — who is spending the Sunday with me — and I hope more than the Sunday!’


He arranged ‘a recherché little lunch party’ with five guests — Ruth, Rubinstein, Agnes Murray (daughter of ‘Gilbert the great’), Leah Kay (daughter of Klingenstein, Victor’s cigar-merchant friend) and Ewan Agnew. He was also ‘a bit in love’ with Agnes, who was currently embarrassing G. D. H. Cole with her passionate devotion. ‘We ate salmon mayonnaise and strawberries and cream and drank moselle cup. Afterwards we went on the river. But Ruth dropped a terrible brick: she wore sand-shoes, apt for Margate. I immediately fell out of love with her: I thought she didn’t know how to dress.’


So Victor’s heart was whole again, and was to remain so for several years.


The letters about the lunch party constitute the only correspondence with his parents to have escaped his purges. It is dangerous to read too much into so few documents unless they fit an established pattern, but they do show a characteristic lack of concern with the family’s doings, and are quite open about his own interest in Ruth. It would have been consoling to his parents that his lunch-party included other Jews. A postscript enquires about the duration of festivities after the wedding of a cousin, as he has an invitation to a ball at Claridge’s for the next evening. He sees little chance of success in the recent Hertford scholarship competition (an accurate prediction), and he is short of money again: will they ‘for Christ’s sake listen out for coaching jobs?’


The ‘for Christ’s sake’ is rather unexpected, being potentially offensive to an orthodox Jew unless used humorously, and one does not associate Alex with a sense of humour. Besides, Victor was contemplating being baptized himself. His interest in Christianity had begun with a reading of the New Testament at St Paul’s, when he had been deeply affected by the Sermon on the Mount — particularly the injunction to love your enemies, which he regarded as a considerable advance on the Judaic ‘eye for an eye’.




As to Christ, I thought of him, at this time, as a Hebrew prophet — by far the greatest of Hebrew prophets, it is true, but still ‘just’ a prophet. I loved and reverenced him as I loved and reverenced Socrates, that other beautiful hero of the search after truth — more intensely, but in much the same way.





‘All my thoughts and emotions about religion, in the narrower sense,’ he says in My Dear Timothy, ‘were centred at Oxford on Christianity.’ He remembers going just once to ‘the cold little orthodox synagogue’. His memory betrayed him here, for after the end of his first term at Oxford he wrote a letter to the Jewish Chronicle taking issue with an article condemnatory of Oxford Jewry, refuting from personal experience the allegation that synagogue attendance there was low. He had been involved in an eager discussion among the congregation of changes in the service; the Adler Society was flourishing; and




most hopeful of all, the synagogue service has been entirely remodelled, so as to meet the spiritual needs of Jews who are at the same time twentieth century Englishmen…. Altogether there is an atmosphere of awakening life, of growth, of energy; there is no necessity to struggle against a ‘lack of enthusiasm’, for the latent enthusiasm is now coming to the surface and showing itself For it was, indeed, inevitable that enthusiasm, perhaps the most noticeable feature of the ‘Home of Lost Causes’, which produced Gladstone and Newman, should show itself in the Jewish life of the University, directly that Jewish life was made a living reality by the introduction of necessary reforms …





This enthusiasm was short-lived, but he was not yet ready to abandon his religion completely: instead he became involved for a while with liberal Judaism ‘which I felt to be genuinely religious and, what was much the same thing, to demand my support as revolting from orthodoxy.’ He occasionally visited the rooms of Basil Henriques, the spiritual leader of Oxford liberal Jews (and later famous as a philanthropist in the East End of London), ‘though some mixture of gravity, heartiness and evangelism in the atmosphere rather embarrassed me.’ A clash with the liberal Jewish theologian, Claude Montefiore, whom Victor found unsympathetic, hastened his final estrangement from all forms of organized Judaism. He examined his reasons in his memoirs:




As I sit here and reflect about my brief dalliance (it cannot have lasted more than a term or so) with liberal Judaism, there comes into my mind an image of almost complete dissociation: between me as the one party and liberal Judaism as the other. Nothing really passed between us. I was looking at it, the whole time, quite from the outside: I was in no way engaged. And it wasn’t engaged with me either …


Oh, let me cut through everything I was going to say after that — all about the coldness and flatness of liberal Judaism, its impersonal ethicism and moralism, my conviction, which was a passionately moral conviction, that I dare not, in loyalty to spirit and truth, but keep it at arm’s length as something particularist, alien, hedging off, ununiversal — let me cut through all this and get straight to the heart of the matter, which is this: that I was on my way to the adoration of Christ.





This revulsion at the ‘alien’ and ‘particularist’ nature of liberal Judaism was probably inevitable. The liberal Jews, for all their culture, open-mindedness and twentieth-century Englishness, were Jews first, and Victor was Victor first and foremost. He could embrace only beliefs that he had evolved for himself, and such evolution could not flourish in the potentially discordant company of those whose spiritual house was built on foundations of Jewishness. Implications of separateness from the rest of humanity were quite unacceptable to Victor, who was finding himself among preponderantly Christian friends.


The adoration of Christ had not yet crystallized in 1913, but Victor’s contemporary speeches confirm his later claim that he was already ‘passionately eager to see Jews, Englishmen and the whole world become ethically Christian’.




And when I say ethically Christian, I mean ethically Christian: in politics, in economics, in personal relations, in everything…. I burnt with the fiercest conversionist fire, I would happily have worn myself out (and later on, temporarily, did wear myself out) to make the whole world good — poor sinner that I was!





Yet he was not himself living by the Christian ethic.




I was selfish, self-righteous, envious, jealous: spiritually, though not I think physically, greedy; capable of great anger: careless, often, of other people’s happiness, and given to judging them. I was marked by these uglinesses hardly, if at all, less disfiguringly than in the old Elgin Avenue days. I knew them to be wrong, for I wanted to be loving and generous; with part of me I was loving and generous — not merely because I wanted to be, but spontaneously: and frequently I felt great remorse. But I was spiritually lazy, so far as my own person was concerned … I had failed to realise either that to be good oneself is one’s best contribution to goodness, or that the price of being good is eternal vigilance in a million minute particulars.





The mature Victor believed himself a much better person than the undergraduate, but for all his egotism and insensitivity, there can have been few of his age so anxious to search out the good and the beautiful and make the world a better place. (Charges of humbug were later to come from those who saw how often he preached what he could not practise, but the imbalance arose not so much from unusual shortcomings in his conduct as from his inability ever to resist an opportunity for righteous propaganda. In 1948, thirty years after Ralph Rooper’s death in the war, his aunt sent to Victor — ‘one of those who has not allowed his youthful ideals to be smirched’ — some of his old friend’s writings, pointing out the testimonial: ‘Victor never committed an insincerity in his life’.)


Christian ethics led him to a closer study of Christ, and the difficulties he had with Christian theology were eased by Hastings Rashdall, clergyman, philosopher, Fellow of New College and Dean of Divinity. (Like all undergraduates, Victor had to sit an examination in divinity, an imposition bitterly resented by the majority. Varsity called it a ‘blasphemous farce’. It was intellectually untaxing, but Victor’s hatred of compulsion led him to apply several times to the tolerant Warden and Tutors for postponement. It was presumably through his divinity studies that he met Rashdall, known as ‘the Rasher’.) Where Victor greatly admired Gilbert Murray, it was Rashdall he loved, with a love which remained intact over the years. As a proselytizer tailored to Victor’s character, Rashdall could not have been improved on. ‘The Socrates of the Cornmarket’, he was on the left wing of the church and his divinity lectures concerned themselves with the discovery of truth. He believed that there should be a rational basis to religion, but also understood the place of emotion, and, an ecumenist, he found in Claude Montefiore’s The Synoptic Gospels more appreciation of Jesus than in many Christian theologians. There was passion behind his fine intellect, and he was an excellent teacher. Above all, he became personally involved with his pupils, offered lively conversation on politics, religion and philosophy, and enjoyed life and laughter.


In My Dear Timothy, Victor admits to unavoidable anachronisms in his analysis of how he felt about Christ at Oxford: his views had developed gradually over the following four decades. He provides a list of what made Christ a necessity for him, and it can be taken as substantially accurate, allowing for a greater cogency of expression in the mature man.




(1) I have always felt a vast, single, living bliss behind everything. I have always been certain it is there.


(2) I have always felt a life and a bliss in everything — I mean in every particular, in stones and chairs and mantelpieces and paper as well as in what is ordinarily called life: and it is through my meeting with these particulars, living and what are usually thought of as other than living, that I establish communion, feel myself mingled, with the bliss beyond.


(3) There is in me an imperative need, not only to establish communion, not only to merge myself, but also to worship…. I have worshipped the vast, single, living bliss beyond — that has been the central fact of my life; and I have worshipped it at once in and through the whole body of particulars, and in and through such single particulars … as good deeds on the one hand and stocks and stones on the other.


(4) In religious language, I come to God through the world: in Platonic language I come to the Idea through the particulars … it is in the particulars that I feel and love the Idea. And Christ … is the Supreme Particular.


(5) I worship the beyond in and through the particulars, but do not worship the particulars themselves. Not the ‘ordinary’ particulars. I do worship the Supreme Particular, as I worship the beyond. I worship Him as very close, very friendly, very accessible …


(6) Christ, the Supreme Particular, is, for me, a concrete individual, one Person, with a man’s nature … our nature is essentially His … this is what we really are, the rest being error and misunderstanding. To the extent to which we realise this — to the extent to which we ‘believe in’ Him, we are in Him. He is each one of us — every man — all but completely released from bondage to error and unreality; to the error and unreality of self-centredness as opposed to communion, of what Blake calls ‘selfhood’ …


And all this being so, worship by a man of Christ as the Supreme Particular is worship both of God and of humanity.





The bliss in and beyond the particular had been with Victor from early childhood, and it stayed with him until his death. Some of those who knew him found it life-enhancing; some found it ridiculous; some thought it affectation; some self-indulgence. The very range of these reactions is an indication of Victor’s uniqueness, and his unsusceptibility to simple explanation. What might have been accepted in an artist or poet sat uneasily with the businessman or, earlier, with the schoolboy or undergraduate. A poem (circa 1917) refers back to an episode in St Paul’s:






‘I love to see things move!’ he cries —


   (A fleck of paper fluttering to the floor).


His comrades laugh; but in the skies


   God sees Creation, and the void before.








Given such early manifestations of his blissful empathy with the world, his need to worship, and his messianism about Christian ethics, it is clear that Victor was already very far along his own path to Christ.


Yet there were serious theological barriers to his baptism. All Rashdall’s liberalism was needed to accommodate Victor’s idiosyncratic views on the Incarnation — roughly that historicity was an irrelevance, and that even if Christ were a myth, that myth’s embodiment of the ultimate truth meant he had always existed and always would exist. Victor was uninterested in the physical Resurrection, which he thought highly unlikely, but believed in Christ’s spiritual resurrection. Nor did he care much about Trinitarianism, but found an acceptable explanation of it in Plato.




I leaped at Plato’s answer in the later Dialogues: ‘his last word,’ says A. E. Taylor, ‘on the problem how the sensible comes to “partake” of Form is that it does so through the agency of divine goodness and wisdom.’ Ah, I said, but this is trinitarianism: divine goodness and wisdom is the Holy Ghost linking God the Father, unmanifest, with God the Son, our universe of manifestation: the three being one. But, I went on to say, isn’t Christian trinitarianism superior to Platonic trinitarianism? Doesn’t it explain what Plato can never explain? For isn’t it something actually happening, a living, concrete, flesh-and-blood occurrence, whereas the other is a cold theoretical construction?





This, he confesses, was so much intellectual play-acting on the part of his younger self; it was not an issue that moved him. What caused him real difficulty was Atonement.




That Christ atoned or atones, this spoke intimately to me; I responded to its beauty, and, not at all understanding what it meant, yet felt it to be true and important. So I began to study the literature, and was revolted. At the back of everything I read was some variant of the idea that humanity by its sinfulness had outraged God, or God’s honour, or the law of righteousness: that this outrage must be made good: that nothing but condign punishment would suffice: and that Christ, by his suffering on the Cross, had given due satisfaction on behalf of humanity, or on behalf of such men or women as might identify themselves with Him by faith.





Victor felt it bad that a Christian God should exact punishment, and much worse that innocence should be punished on behalf of guilt (the theory of collective guilt being one of the unacceptable tenets of orthodox Judaism). Rashdall helped.




He taught me what is indifferently known as the Origenistic, Abelardian, or Moral doctrine of the Atonement…. The Abelardian doctrine is most succinctly expressed, not in anything the master wrote himself, but in a sentence of Peter the Lombard, his disciple: ‘The death of Christ justifies us [or makes us just or good by making it easier for us not to sin], inasmuch as through it charity is excited in our hearts.’





Rashdall’s commentary on Atonement elaborated this view to Victor’s entire satisfaction and during the summer term of 1914 he decided to be baptized. Rashdall made arrangements for the ceremony to take place in the autumn.


It was the outbreak of war that finally ensured a cancellation, but Victor subsequently doubted whether he would have seen it through in any case. He disliked institutions and was unhappy about certain aspects of the Church of England; he was worried about burning his spiritual boats and uncertain of his own motives; he suspected subconscious worldly motives for abandoning Judaism, and his occasional experiences of anti-semitism made him wary of formal apostasy. Over and above all this, there was the matter of Alex, ‘horribly wounded’ by May’s conversion to Christianity. ‘Could I wound him again still more horribly — for I was his son, not his daughter — without being sure, at the very least without being sure, that my motives were unmixed and that what I had contemplated was inexorably demanded by conscience?’


The summer term of 1914 was Victor’s golden time at Oxford, as it must have been for so many in retrospect. It seems churlish to point out that Victor’s happy memories of glorious weather omit weeks of rain and wind, including Eights Week, which generated little enthusiasm by comparison with the previous year. In essentials, his recollections of the magic of that time accord with the facts and with the mood of the solitary letter that survives from the period.


Before he could surrender himself to pleasure, he had to face Part I of his Oxford examination — Classical Moderations, the preliminary papers in the language and literature of Greece and Rome to be taken before beginning Greats, which was largely concerned with philosophy. Victor needed to do well in Mods, for the renewal of his scholarship depended on it. To compensate for his academic idling, he attacked the curriculum with his usual ferocity a couple of weeks before the exams began.




Once I had started I hardly slept at all — hardly went to bed, I mean — until, a few weeks later, the last wretched paper was finished. (But wretched is only rhetorical, for I am devoted to the classics — other than Demosthenes, whom I got a gamma for …) The maitre d’hôtel of JCR … used to bring me a great pot of coffee before leaving at night for North Oxford. In the morning, after an hour or two’s doze in a chair, I would go to the barber at the corner of Holywell Lane and have an electric massage to my head: I had the idea it would freshen me up. When the whole thing was over, the porter of Holywell Lodge expressed serious concern for my health: he thought I looked ghastly.





He took a first, which must have been some compensation for his failure to do well in the Hertford.


With Schools over, the rest of the term was devoted to enjoyment of all the particulars that Oxford offered — animate and inanimate. It is impossible to paraphrase adequately all that Victor found joy in — the New College garden, punting on the Cherwell, cycling in the countryside around Oxford — experiences which inspired a love of England as a physical entity. There was a grassy bank near his New College rooms where undergraduates used to sleep out many nights.




The bloods drank champagne, which I, of course, couldn’t afford; but as pearl changed to rose I would find myself looking at the sky with that freshness of peace which you very rarely feel except when waking in the open air — and then off to play tennis and back to a breakfast in JCR hardly less extravagant than the bloods’ champagne: porridge, sometimes, with a lot of brown sugar and cream, followed by a steak and fried onions and glasses of lemon squash. All this must sound awfully gross; but it wasn’t really, not in that mood and with that setting.





So much of the joy was in conversation, as described in a poem called Oxford, 1914.






To lie abed, pretending noon is dawn —


    This is the Oxford morn.







To read philosophy — and slumber soon —


    This is the afternoon.







To talk with friends until the break of light —


    This is the sacred night.








His delight in conversation became so intense that ‘daytime, for all its beauty, seemed nothing but the pleasantest of interludes in a symposium indefinitely prolonged’.


That summer term also saw Victor’s participation in the chartering, along with Laski and others, of a launch in Eights Week. They steamed up and down shouting ‘Votes for women’ through a megaphone, and Victor, fearful of some terrible retribution from the bloods, hid for a long time under a table in the classical reading room. Even so, he had been very brave. As he admitted himself, Victor was physically timid; indeed, at times during his life he exhibited downright cowardice. The demonstration on the river was his only militant gesture. His feminism was sincere, but he was better fitted for propaganda through the written or spoken word.


In June, the Warden and Tutors decided that in addition to his original scholarship, Victor should have the Longstaff Exhibition for the year 1914–15. He went down to London well content, and took in some music. Accompanied by Harold Rubinstein, at the end of July, he heard Emmy Destinn sing Aida. He counted twenty-two curtain calls and after they had finished, he stood in Floral Street to watch her leave with Dinh Gilly, her husband. She gave Victor a rose, which his mother made into pot-pourri (and later passed on — in a little bogus Chinese teapot — to Victor’s eldest and most musical daughter). Five days later was declared the war which neither he nor his politically minded friends had anticipated.
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CHAPTER FOUR


SERVING: A SOLDIER?
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New College Lecture Room No VI


Friday 10 a.m.


MY DEAR HAROLD [Rubinstein],


(I was going to write to someone else first, but feel I owe it to you!) A thousand apologies for leaving your letter so long unanswered, but I’ve been appallingly busy — for reasons which I will explain in a minute or two. (This letter will be probably both disjointed and stilted; because I am supposed to be taking notes on a lecture on Plato’s theory of the ‘community of wives’, and have to look up at the lecturer every minute or two.) But before I explain them, let me tell you how delighted I was to hear the good news of ‘Consequences’ in America. But ‘clean and wholesome’!!! The critic obviously looks upon you as a typical Hearty Englishman! However, c’est magnifique.


I should love to go North for the premiere of ‘Over the Wall’. But the simple fact is that I can’t afford it. My financial position is nothing in the extreme, and I rarely spend more than twopence at a time —


I am frightfully busy for several reasons. In the first place, the two University Papers, ‘The Varsity’ and ‘The Isis’ have been amalgamated during the war, and I am editing the combined result. Its not uninteresting, financially not to be sneezed at, and gives me a couple of free seats for as many theatres as I like in the vac. By the way, I should be awfully obliged if you would dash me off something — say a ‘London Letter’ done in a light style. Will you?


Then I have arrears of work to make up, the Union largely to run — there are only three of the Standing Committee still up — and various other activities. So I’m not being lazy!


They’ve chucked me even from the OTC here, on account of my eyes, so that means I have to give up all idea of anything military. Still, though its pretty miserable, there are compensations.


How is the Doris play?


The eye of the lecturer is on me, so … ‘We note a curious paradox. If they are not, how can we ascribe seeming to them? That is the puzzle we have to consider’ …


Au revoir.                   


      Yours ever            


Victor G.     





This letter was written some time during the Michaelmas Term of 1914, when Victor was trying to make the best of things. In an unsigned editorial in Varsity/Isis he succumbed to melancholy:




… those of us who were up last year are the sole survivors of the real Oxford, condemned to haunt, like pale ghosts, the scenes of former life. The Freshers that come up this year, with no knowledge of the Oxford that is gone, know nothing of the joys that once were so powerful here. They, too, live a life subdued and quiet, hushed into the grey tones of an aimless monotony. The great god Pan is dead; and now Oxford is no more.





New College had few undergraduates left in residence; their rooms had been taken by ‘far more useful individuals — to wit, wounded warriors who have exchanged the khaki of action for the hospital blue of enforced repose. On my window-sill lies — and will lie until I am in the bankruptcy court — a box of cigarettes, so I get through the window a good deal of accurate information of what may or may not have taken place.’


Few of Victor’s friends remained. Jerrold, Lewis Denroche-Smith, Strauss and others had been given commissions. Verses from an anonymous contributor to Varsity/Isis in October 1914 illustrate vividly if inelegantly how the town looked to those who were still up.






I stand amazed; I’m feeling dazed!


   Reigns everywhere seclusion?


Have cap and gown en masse gone down?


   Or is it my delusion?







With wild grimace I scan the face


   Of everyone who passes;


There’s not a soul who’s sound or whole,


   And nearly all wear glasses.







Some knock their knees; asthmatic wheeze


   Shakes some; some look dyspeptic;


A groggy heart afflicts a part;


   Part, spasms epileptic.







Oh passing strange I find the change;


   The place is looking oddly.


I find the few whom once I knew,


   ‘Clean gone,’ like the ungodly.








Victor’s unhappiness at having been rejected by the forces emerged in Varsity/Isis: ‘And what an odd lot we are, those who are left! The blind, the halt, and the maim — the babe and the suckling side by side with the hoary and infirm — and last, but not least, those to whom the War Office in its wisdom has not yet seen fit to issue commissions. There is not a man among the lot who does not long to be with his friends “on the way to Berlin”.’


Physical timidity notwithstanding, Victor’s anxiety to get into uniform was as fervent as that of any of his contemporaries. Of the Officer Training Corps he wrote:




We have signed our papers, we have gone before the stern board of three, we have been medically examined — and now we are either busily engaged in mastering the mysteries of drill, or are moping about disconsolate, watching with envious eyes those who, more fortunate than ourselves, have been accepted for training. And they all seem to be enjoying it … it does seem rather hard luck that men should be rejected, for instance, because their eyesight does not reach a certain technical standard, although in every other respect they are thoroughly fit and willing. Responsible positions in the field may be closed to them by such a defect; but surely there are many services connected with the war which do not require a piercing vision, and it seems a pity that such men should be precluded from any serious training. For instance, a private in the RAMC, if stationed in one of the home hospitals, obviously does not require to see as perfectly as a man who has to fire on the enemy in the field; nevertheless, it is impossible to get into the Corps without passing the regular eyesight test. I speak from bitter experience.





Though he had succumbed to war fever, and indeed believed fully by this stage the propaganda about German atrocities, Victor’s liberalism and hatred of jingoism prevailed. He wrote a scathing leader about an article he had read assailing everything Germanic.




Because Germany is at war with us, because her crimes against humanity and decency have been appalling, is that any reason for hurling indiscriminate abuse on her artists — on men who are of those who speak for the world at large, and not for any one particular nation? Nietzsche loathed Prussia; Wagner was a revolutionary; Wedekind is in violent revolt against the loathsome German autocracy and militarism which have caused the war. At a time like this it is our duty to keep our heads sane and clear, and, instead of attacking artists, to think out some method by which, when we have crushed and humbled the arrogance of the German Empire, we may prevent the renaissance of a system which is at once militarist and autocratic, and by which every child in Germany is taught to look upon the Kaiser as a God-sent leader who can do no wrong. When the soul of the German people comes up for judgement we tremble to think of the multitude of sins against decency and humanity which will be laid to its charge. But of one thing we are sure — that there will not be included among them the fact of having produced a Wagner and a Wedekind!





And in the following week’s Varsity/Isis: 




On Monday night a meeting was held to wind up the affairs of the Anglo-German Club. This is really tragic rather than amusing, for the Club was an attempt to realise an idea. I, for one, am proud to have been a member, for the Germans in Oxford were a charming set of men. One of them, dying from wounds in a French hospital, sent to his old college a message that brings tears to the eyes of those that knew him.





Such defences of German artists and undergraduates were courageous in the climate of the time, but Victor was fully in line with current thinking about the reasons for the war, and terms like ‘loathsome German autocracy and militarism’ and ‘sins against decency and humanity’ would have drawn nods from any Tory. Where he dissented was in excepting certain elements in Germany from blame, and in his implication that it was brainwashing that had produced in the German populace at large the militarism and Kaiser-worship of which he disapproved. His humanitarianism led him to condemn the white feather mentality:




I said above that nearly everyone had offered himself to the OTC, except those who were prevented from ‘family’ or other reasons. I have heard rumours of unkindly treatment meted out in one or two colleges to those who are remaining at home for the first-named reasons. I hope that such rumours are untrue; and, in any case, such an attitude is fortunately exceptional. We wish to see nothing in Oxford that can be compared in any way to that week in London during which misguided girls went about presenting white feathers to youths who had not enlisted. As long as Conscription is not introduced into this country, every man has to decide for himself whether or not he shall serve; and that decision once arrived at, it is the grossest breach of good taste to attempt in any way to interfere. It may require a greater courage to stay at home when one’s duty to one’s home demands it, than to go abroad and serve one’s country in a more obvious and active way.





He makes no mention here (or elsewhere in his Oxford writings) of the vexed issue of conscientious objection; his radicalism was still very limited. There were undergraduates well to his left, Macmillan and Laski among them. He thought himself radical, for he tended to measure himself against the prevailing politics of Elgin Avenue and St Paul’s. As Varsity had said, he was ‘fanatical’, but that was in the expression of his opinions, not in their substance. His instinct was aggressively humanitarian, but his day-to-day politics normally fitted in comfortably with the Liberal Party.


Most of his friends had been in the same humane liberal mould and they tended to reinforce each other’s positions. Victor always liked to gather around himself — for serious conversational purposes, anyway — those who agreed with him. Later he might play bridge with Tories, and when it came to music, politics did not matter, but intimates had to be political allies.


When he wrote of this period in his memoirs, he dwelt at length on his feelings about the war from about 1916 onwards, but said very little about the 1914–15 academic year. ‘I went up for a month or two in the autumn of 1914, and am not at all sure that I didn’t become an unofficial sort of Secretary of a bogus Union in a bogus Oxford.’


College records show him technically in residence for the whole of that academic year, and the number of undated letters to Rubinstein from Oxford addresses tends to confirm that. On the other hand, it has proved impossible to trace him in Union or college newspaper records after the first term, so the truth would seem to be that he stayed in Oxford, but lost interest in it to such an extent that his last months there were expunged from his memory. He would not have wished to remember the opinions he held then, in any case — opinions intrinsically conventional until he met the circumstances which were to push him into reaction against even the liberal establishment view.


Where he was discernibly outside the mainstream was in his faith that mankind could progress to a cosmic view like his own. Even while peddling a rather orthodox view of the war, he was putting his case for the betterment of mankind to the ‘bogus’ Union (which had decided to proceed with informal debates). Opposing the motion ‘That there is no such thing as international morality’, ‘he spoke with a very real eloquence and fire; and he persuaded us that in international morality lay the only hope of establishment of universal peace … [Ralph Rooper] was scathing in denunciation of the speakers on the other side. He pointed out that the moral course was in the long run the most profitable.’


It was a dismal affair. Victor tied with another speaker for the best speech of the evening, ‘though it must be confessed that this is not very high praise’. There were seldom more than eighty people in the Union Debating Hall, which could accommodate a thousand. The other clubs were similarly depressing. Victor had also now become secretary of the Russell and Palmerston, and indeed addressed the Liberal club in November on ‘The War that will end Wars’, but the societies were in financial trouble and suffering a grave shortage of members.


His response to the atmosphere was to turn lethargic. Although his scholarship had been renewed in October 1914, he was clearly idling to an unacceptable degree by December, when the Warden and tutors of New College threatened to gate him for half a term unless he performed well in a special examination.


The letters to Rubinstein suggest that he was preoccupied by the desire to play his part in the war, while his memoirs tell us only that ‘After a good deal of fumbling at the outbreak of the 1914 war … I joined up — with the Inns of Court OTC.’ Much effort had gone into this fumbling, before the OTC emerged as a prospect. Previous and later letters to Rubinstein had discussed drama and literature, but in spring 1915 there was only one theme. A postcard from the OU Liberal club reads




My dear Harold —


Just a line, to let you know that Dunkirk is now very uncertain, as apparently it is being absorbed by the War Office, and may be altogether abandoned. Meanwhile, Mrs Agnew has just written to tell me that E. V. Lucas (and Masefield) are doing work — she does not say of what kind — in France, and advises me to write to EVL, using her name. Which I have done. I’ll let you know if anything comes of it.


Yours ever              


V.G.     





This proved too delphic for Rubinstein, whose response generated an explanatory letter.




My dear Harold —


All my friends tell me that my writing is getting atrocious! The whole story is this. I signed on to go to the front with the Quaker Ambulance — meanwhile learning motoring, etc. Then I got a frantic wire from Rooper not to come, and the upshot of it is that the whole thing is probably going to be abandoned — being absorbed by the War Office. In the meantime, I got a letter from Mrs Agnew telling me that E. V. Lucas and Masefield (not Rothschild — my God, Harold, what a pair to mix up!) are doing work — what work she doesn’t say — in France, and inviting me to write, using her name. Which I have done, and am now waiting — but it will probably turn out to be Hospital orderly!


I’ve also got my eye on something else — which will probably come to nothing!


Oh, I’m aweary of the war.


I’m very glad about Ruth L. — but what on earth do you mean about bearing up??? You don’t mean to tell me that our names were ever tossed about with a hyphen between them!


  Ever yours               


Victor G.     


Let me know your plans — I suppose you’re trying for some war-work too. Its going on till Doomsday.





(Ruth Löwy’s engagement to Benjamin Polack, a school-teacher at Battersea Grammar School, and son and heir apparent to the housemaster of the Jewish House at Clifton College, had just become known. He had joined up on the outbreak of the war and was commissioned in January 1915.)


Whatever happened to Mrs Agnew’s plan, Victor’s next letter showed the extent of his desperation.




A third, and this time definite, change of plan. The Vice-Chancellor of Sheffield University has appealed to able-bodied Varsity men to go and make munitions, for which the need is appallingly pressing (I could tell you stories …), so I am going about the middle of next week with two or three other New College men. (8 hours a day, and £2 a week.) If by any chance you would care to join us — as I should much like — wire immediately on receipt of this, and I will get you a nomination. Of course, it is no use disguising the fact that the work will be trying in the extreme; but I honestly think that every able-bodied man whose health can stand it ought to do it.


                                                     In great haste


You only have to                                      Ever yours


sign on for three                                                   Victor


months.





This plan apparently came to nought, but Victor had more success with the Inns of Court OTC, and after a short time forming fours on a parade ground in London, he was sent to Berkhamsted. His account is confined to this laconic passage in his memoirs: ‘[I] was among the first of my lot to become a lance-corporal: enjoyed night ops, for their freshness and romance and the smell of the country: learned the know-how of cleaning a rifle, but not of shooting with it: got floored in map-reading: was thought fit, after a month or so of this, to lead men into battle, or at any rate home battle.’


A letter to Rubinstein from Berkhamsted Young Men’s Christian Association showed rather more pride.




A thousand apologies for not replying to your letter sooner, but I have been terribly busy, working often eighteen hours a day. On the whole I am enjoying myself hugely — I enjoy the feeling of getting up a new subject well, however revolting that subject may be. I am in high favour with my Captain, was made a lance-corporal (unpaid) about ten days ago, and paid LC today. Pretty good promotion, n’est-ce-pas?





In October 1915 he received a commission as Second Lieutenant in the 21st Provisional Battalion of the Northumberland Fusiliers and was sent to Cambois Camp, in Blyth, Northumberland. ‘Find it in your heart,’ he wrote to Rubinstein, ‘to write to me often, and let your letters be as severely intellectual as you can make them — I dread complete decay!’


There was little chance of intellectual decay, whatever environment Victor was in. His next letter to Rubinstein included a criticism of his latest play, with its Meistersinger motif and its Henry James overtones, together with reports of his reading of Pushkin, Galsworthy and Gilbert Cannan’s Peter Homunculus. (‘Is there any news of Julia West’s translation of the Tchekhoff plays? I’m dying to read them — Tchekhoff is far and way the most delightful of the Russians; he and James are the only people who know how to write real short stories.’) Of the battalion personnel he said little, confining himself to his own future prospects.




I have not been able to write before because we have been living in the midst of alarms and rumours, which, with two doses of inoculation, both of which I took very badly, have pretty well taken up all one’s time. We have been asked to volunteer for Garrison Duty in Egypt or India, and the whole battalion has done so. We may go quite soon, we may not go at all; you never know in the army. I shall go out if the Battalion does; tho’ I need not, because our medical officer tells me that its a standing wonder to him that with my eyes I even got a home service commission — I could get transferred to another home service unit; but I shall certainly go out with the Battn except in the event of conscription. Then there wd be plenty of available men, & I should stay in England





Of his activities at Cambois, he said nothing in his letters to Rubinstein. The relevant passage in the memoirs begins thus:




Proceeded to Cambois (pronounced Cammus) near Blyth: patrolled the coast of Northumberland: got involved with the barbed-wire entanglements, or fell into the trenches, when inspecting them by night: rather enjoyed this: enjoyed, very much more, popping in from the darkness at intervals and going to sleep on a moth-eaten sofa a couple of inches from an anthracite furnace in a diminutive log-cabin: had little in common with my associates: was extremely and deservedly unpopular.





While, to Rubinstein:




I arrive in town in time for breakfast on Friday morning (17th) on six days’ leave. We must manage to fix something up. What about concerts? Are there any? I’m quite out of the world up here. I shall be pretty full up; by most dexterous pulling of a thousand wires, everyone has managed to gather to London from the four ends of the Earth — Ewan, Hurst, Denroche-Smith, Rooper, Micklem, everybody! Let me know what can be arranged. I leave here on Thursday night.





Everyone, that was, except those in the battlefield, and with them Victor was conducting a regular correspondence of a more intimate kind than with the non-Oxonian Rubinstein. Finding his Cambois fellow-officers antipathetic, he was forced to live on fleeting contacts, in person or by letter, with his undergraduate friends.


Little survives, but what does suggests the tone of the rest. Bernard Strauss wrote to him in November 1915 from the front (whence he had sent Victor a telegram — just before going into action — ending with the words ‘GOODBYE LIBERALISM FOR EVER’, which Victor had read literally).




My dear Golgotha


Your letter was an inspiration, and a revelation — a revelation (if such were needed) of your nobility of character, and of the real worth and meaning of your Friendship — and it will be an inspiration to me in the long winter months which lie before me. Altho’ I have forgotten exactly what I wired on the impulse of the moment, it was never a Goodbye to Liberalism. I think it ran Goodbye. Liberalism for ever! — a flaming watchword; no farewell cry of departure. Indeed, as you say, I could not say Goodbye, even if I wished to; for by Liberalism I understand everything worth living and dying for — that is why years ago I once said that you and I were the only two real Liberals in Oxford; to us it was a passionate religion embracing all life’s activities, not merely a hotchpotch of political view — [image: ] — it still is. With you, I share the conviction that nothing dies, except what is evil. That is why the thought of Death has no terrors for me: and if I fall, it will be cheerfully and with a good conscience, and with the passionate hope that the sacrifice will not have been in vain — indeed it will not have been.





The letter ended in praise of Winston Churchill’s defence of his Dardanelles policy in the House of Commons.




A great man! he will return to his own one day.


Goodnight. Your ever affectionate


  Bernard             





The nostalgia provoked by such letters must have been hard for Victor to bear in his Northumberland wilderness — harder, perhaps, than for his friends on the Front, who lived with the feeling that they were fighting for an ideal worth preserving. While they were experiencing the comradeship of battle, Victor was engaged in seemingly pointless activity, and instead of esprit de corps, he found conflict. Another letter of Strauss’s is quoted in My Dear Timothy. 




My beloved Golgotha,


I have just received your two letters: as I read the first, I imagined for a moment that I was back in Oxford, listening to you declaiming in faultless English with your back to my mantelpiece, with Douglas Jerrold sprawling in an armchair, Agnew with his patient smile, and Jack Haldane and Hobhouse struggling by the window.





Such memories only aggravated Victor’s irritation with his fellow-officers, as he later explained:




Oxford had won me with a threefold allurement: she was England, she was youngness, and she was friendship … And I had lost all this in the meantime — from the ending of Oxford to the beginning of Repton. I know now that I was myself much to blame for my reaction to the majority of my fellow-officers and for their reaction to me: here was the clash with my father all over again … I was eager and naïf: they were jaded and bored, or so it seemed to me. I thrilled to the heat of the sun and the freshness of dew: they thrilled, I thought, to nothing. I hated poverty, and the poverty, above all, that reeked everywhere around us in Northumberland: they struck me as hating the poor, or at least as being terrified of any betterment in working-class conditions that might jeopardise their own. I loved music: they liked musical comedy. My feminism involved an attitude of sexual reverence for women, and I loathed dirty stories … they were men of the world. In sum, I reacted to the majority of my fellow-officers very much as a few of my critics have reacted to me — with a mixture of hostility and contempt: and they in their turn very properly dubbed me a prig.





Not long after Victor was seconded to other duties, he wrote a poem ‘To certain of my late fellow-officers’ which inclines one towards sympathy with them.






Mean and most vulgar — with no joy in sky,


Rain, and the smell of grass, and morning dew,


Flowers, and birds that praise so sacredly,


And all the gentle things God made for you.







Mean and most vulgar — knowing nought of love


And the dear friendliness of common life,


Smiling, that lifts the answering heart above,


Laughter, that each may fling to each in the strife.







Mean and most vulgar — with this only fear:


That they who labour but to bring you cheer


Will rise from their long servitude one day,


And save your souls, and take your gold away.







But there — life smiles. I would not be unkind;


So look — I just dismiss you from my mind.








Victor’s time with his battalion was mercifully short, but before he left he was at the centre of a drama. His account of it is brief.




[I] borrowed a horse without asking permission in a moment of enthusiasm, never having been on one before: coaxed it down an incline to the ferry you took for Newcastle: didn’t know that I had to dismount before the diesel began gasping: was immediately thrown, and brought the horse down on top of me: faced a subalterns’ court-martial, the horse being the Colonel’s: was found guilty, but can’t remember the punishment.





Pencilled and faded notes made by Victor at his court-martial (on the back of his birth certificate) indicate that the charges he faced included obtaining a horse under false pretences, representing that he could ride a horse with spirit, obtaining this horse from a Non-Commissioned Officer, and allowing the horse to lie down endangering the King’s Highway. One witness reported seeing him ‘careering down the road, and calling for help’. It was wonderfully typical of Victor that he should have opted for a horse with spirit rather than a quiet hack, despite being unable to ride at all: an instance of physical timidity overcome by hubris.


The welcome escape route from the battalion opened up in February 1916, when Geoffrey Fisher, Headmaster of Repton and future Archbishop of Canterbury, had an urgent need for a classics master.




My dear Harold,


Just a hasty line to you — not I’m afraid one of my literary letters! — to apologise for not sending that 35/–. Could you wait a week more for it? For the following reason. I have had the Sixth at Repton definitely offered me, together with a commission in the School OTC. I had a most delightful interview at York last Thursday with the Headmaster, who is a charming man and most keen on getting me. All this has meant a tremendous lot of first-class travelling, wires, telephoning, etc: and a lot more still to come, as I still have to see the Brigadier, on whom the transfer depends. I think it will be alright, as my CO recommends it, but cannot of course say definitely till I’ve seen the Brigadier. So don’t mention it to a soul. You don’t mind about the 35/– do you?


In great haste          


Yours ever       


Victor G.     





As Victor was on Home Service, the War Office raised no obstacles to his secondment to Repton, and the Brigadier, unsurprisingly, voiced no objections either. On 8 February, a telegram was despatched to Rubinstein




REPTON TOUCH CAME OFF HOPE TO BE IN TOWN TOMMOROW NIGHT FOR A DAY OR SO


VICTOR                       





Notes




Books: VG, MDT, MFT


Other sources: HFR; LG (includes VG’s Sonnets and Poems); New College and Oxford Union archives; Varsity, with which Isis was by then combined







1 ‘I went up for …’ MDT, p. 227


2 ‘[I] was among …’ MFT, p. 21


3 Proceeded to Cambois …’ ibid, p. 21


4 ‘My dear Golgotha …’ printed in Laurence Houseman, War Letters of Fallen Englishmen, London, 1930


5 ‘My beloved Golgotha …’ MDT, p. 415


6 ‘Oxford had won me …’ MFT, pp. 144–5


7 ‘Mean and most vulgar …’ Sonnets and Poems


8 ‘[I] borrowed …’ MFT, p. 21


9 Birth certificate LG
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