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CHAPTER THE FIRST
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INTRODUCTORY

§ 1

Prelude (1932)

I need freedom of mind. I want peace for work. I am distressed by
immediate circumstances. My thoughts and work are encumbered
by claims and vexations and I cannot see any hope of release from
them; any hope of a period of serene and beneficent activity, before
I am overtaken altogether by infirmity and death. I am in a phase of
fatigue and of that discouragement which is a concomitant of fatigue,
the petty things of to-morrow skirmish in my wakeful brain,
and I find it difficult to assemble my forces to confront this problem
which paralyses the proper use of myself.

I am putting even the pretence of other work aside in an attempt
to deal with this situation. I am writing a report about it—to myself.
I want to get these discontents clear because I have a feeling that as
they become clear they will either cease from troubling me or become
manageable and controllable.

There is nothing I think very exceptional in my situation as a
mental worker. Entanglement is our common lot. I believe this craving
for a release from—bothers, from daily demands and urgencies,
from responsibilities and tempting distractions, is shared by an increasing
number of people who, with specialized and distinctive
work to do, find themselves eaten up by first-hand affairs. This is
the outcome of a specialization and a sublimation of interests that
has become frequent only in the last century or so. Spaciousness and
leisure, and even the desire for spaciousness and leisure, have so far[2]
been exceptional. Most individual creatures since life began, have
been "up against it" all the time, have been driven continually by
fear and cravings, have had to respond to the unresting antagonisms
of their surroundings, and they have found a sufficient and sustaining
interest in the drama of immediate events provided for them by
these demands. Essentially, their living was continuous adjustment
to happenings. Good hap and ill hap filled it entirely. They hungered
and ate and they desired and loved; they were amused and attracted,
they pursued or escaped, they were overtaken and they died.

But with the dawn of human foresight and with the appearance
of a great surplus of energy in life such as the last century or so has
revealed, there has been a progressive emancipation of the attention
from everyday urgencies. What was once the whole of life, has become
to an increasing extent, merely the background of life. People
can ask now what would have been an extraordinary question five
hundred years ago. They can say, "Yes, you earn a living, you support
a family, you love and hate, but—what do you do?"

Conceptions of living, divorced more and more from immediacy,
distinguish the modern civilized man from all former life. In art, in
pure science, in literature, for instance, many people find sustaining
series of interests and incentives which have come at last to have a
greater value for them than any primary needs and satisfactions.
These primary needs are taken for granted. The everyday things of
life become subordinate to these wider interests which have taken
hold of them, and they continue to value everyday things, personal
affections and material profit and loss, only in so far as they are
ancillary to the newer ruling system of effort, and to evade or disregard
them in so far as they are antagonistic or obstructive to that.
And the desire to live as fully as possible within the ruling system of
effort becomes increasingly conscious and defined.

The originative intellectual worker is not a normal human being
and does not lead nor desire to lead a normal human life. He wants
to lead a supernormal life.

Mankind is realizing more and more surely that to escape from
individual immediacies into the less personal activities now increasing[3]
in human society is not, like games, reverie, intoxication or suicide,
a suspension or abandonment of the primary life; on the contrary
it is the way to power over that primary life which, though
subordinated, remains intact. Essentially it is an imposition upon the
primary life of a participation in the greater life of the race as a
whole. In studies and studios and laboratories, administrative bureaus
and exploring expeditions, a new world is germinated and develops.
It is not a repudiation of the old but a vast extension of it, in
a racial synthesis into which individual aims will ultimately be absorbed.
We originative intellectual workers are reconditioning human
life.

Now in this desire, becoming increasingly lucid and continuous
for me as my life has gone on, in this desire to get the primaries of
life under control and to concentrate the largest possible proportion
of my energy upon the particular system of effort that has established
itself for me as my distinctive business in the world, I find
the clue to the general conduct not only of my own life and the key
not only to my present perplexities, but a clue to the difficulties of
most scientific, philosophical, artistic, creative, preoccupied men and
women. We are like early amphibians, so to speak, struggling out
of the waters that have hitherto covered our kind, into the air,
seeking to breathe in a new fashion and emancipate ourselves from
long accepted and long unquestioned necessities. At last it becomes
for us a case of air or nothing. But the new land has not yet definitively
emerged from the waters and we swim distressfully in an element
we wish to abandon.

I do not now in the least desire to live longer unless I can go on
with what I consider to be my proper business. That is not to say
that the stuff of everyday life has not been endlessly interesting, exciting
and delightful for me in my time: clash of personalities, music
and beauty, eating and drinking, travel and meetings, new lands
and strange spectacles, the work for successes, much aimless play,
much laughter, the getting well again after illness, the pleasures, the
very real pleasures, of vanity. Let me not be ungrateful to life for its
fundamental substances. But I have had a full share of all these[4]
things and I do not want to remain alive simply for more of them. I
want the whole stream of this daily life stuff to flow on for me—for
a long time yet—if, what I call my work can still be, can be more
than ever the emergent meaning of the stream. But only on that
condition. And that is where I am troubled now. I find myself less
able to get on with my work than ever before. Perhaps the years
have something to do with that, and it may be that a progressive
broadening and deepening of my conception of what my work
should be, makes it less easy than it was; but the main cause is certainly
the invasion of my time and thought by matters that are
either quite secondary to my real business or have no justifiable connection
with it. Subordinate and everyday things, it seems to me in
this present mood, surround me in an ever-growing jungle. My
hours are choked with them; my thoughts are tattered by them. All
my life I have been pushing aside intrusive tendrils, shirking discursive
consequences, bilking unhelpful obligations, but I am more
aware of them now and less hopeful about them than I have ever
been. I have a sense of crisis; that the time has come to reorganize
my peace, if the ten or fifteen years ahead, which at the utmost I may
hope to work in now, are to be saved from being altogether overgrown.

I will explain later what I think my particular business to be. But
for it, if it is to be properly done, I require a pleasant well-lit writing
room in good air and a comfortable bedroom to sleep in—and, if the
mood takes me, to write in—both free from distracting noises and
indeed all unexpected disturbances. There should be a secretary or
at least a typist within call and out of earshot, and, within reach, an
abundant library and the rest of the world all hung accessibly on to
that secretary's telephone. (But it would have to be a one-way telephone,
so that when we wanted news we could ask for it, and when
we were not in a state to receive and digest news, we should not
have it forced upon us.) That would be the central cell of my life.
That would give the immediate material conditions for the best
work possible. I think I would like that the beautiful scenery outside
the big windows should be changed ever and again, but I recognize[5]
the difficulties in the way of that. In the background there would
have to be, at need, food, exercise and stimulating, agreeable and
various conversation, and, pervading all my consciousness, there
should be a sense of security and attention, an assurance that what
was produced, when I had done my best upon it, would be properly
significant and effective. In such circumstances I feel I could still do
much in these years before me, without hurry and without waste. I
can see a correlated scheme of work I could do that would, I feel, be
enormously worth while, and the essence of my trouble is that the
clock ticks on, the moments drip out and trickle, flow away as hours,
as days, and I cannot adjust my life to secure any such fruitful peace.

It scarcely needs criticism to bring home to me that much of my
work has been slovenly, haggard and irritated, most of it hurried
and inadequately revised, and some of it as white and pasty in its
texture as a starch-fed nun. I am tormented by a desire for achievement
that overruns my capacity and by a practical incapacity to
bring about for myself the conditions under which fine achievement
is possible. I pay out what I feel to be a disproportionate amount of
my time and attention in clumsy attempts to save the rest of it for
the work in hand. I seem now in this present mood, to be saving
only tattered bits of time, and even in these scraps of salvage my
mind is often jaded and preoccupied.

It is not that I am poor and unable to buy the things I want, but
that I am quite unable to get the things I want. I can neither control
my surroundings myself nor can I find helpers and allies who will
protect me from the urgencies—from within and from without—of
primary things. I do not see how there can be such helpers. For
to protect me completely they would have, I suppose, to span my
intelligence and possibilities, and if they could do that they would
be better employed in doing my work directly and eliminating me
altogether.

This feeling of being intolerably hampered by irrelevant necessities,
this powerful desire for disentanglement is, I have already said,
the common experience of the men and women who write, paint,
conduct research and assist in a score of other ways, in preparing that[6]
new world, that greater human life, which all art, science and literature
have foreshadowed. My old elaborate-minded friend, Henry
James the novelist, for example, felt exactly this thing. Some elements
in his character obliged him to lead an abundant social life,
and as a result he was so involved in engagements, acknowledgments,
considerations, compliments, reciprocities, small kindnesses,
generosities, graceful gestures and significant acts, all of which he
felt compelled to do with great care and amplitude, that at times he
found existence more troubled and pressing than many a sweated
toiler. His craving for escape found expression in a dream of a home
of rest, The Great Good Place, where everything that is done was
done for good, and the fagged mind was once more active and free.
The same craving for flight in a less Grandisonian and altogether
more tragic key, drove out the dying Tolstoy in that headlong flight
from home which ended his life.

This fugitive impulse is an inevitable factor in the lives of us all,
great or small, who have been drawn into these activities, these
super-activities which create and which are neither simply gainful,
nor a response to material or moral imperatives, nor simply and
directly the procuring of primary satisfactions. Our lives are
threaded with this same, often quite desperate effort to disentangle
ourselves, to get into a Great Good Place of our own, and work
freely.

None of us really get there, perhaps there is no there anywhere
to get to, but we get some way towards it. We never do the work
that we imagine to be in us, we never realize the secret splendour of
our intentions, yet nevertheless some of us get something done that
seems almost worth the effort. Some of us, and it may be as good a
way as any, let everything else slide, live in garrets and hovels, borrow
money unscrupulously, live on women (or, if they are women,
live on men), exploit patronage, accept pensions. But even the careless
life will not stay careless. It has its own frustrations and chagrins.

Others make the sort of effort I have made, and give a part of
their available energy to save the rest. They fight for their conditions[7]
and have a care for the things about them. That is the shape of my
story. I have built two houses and practically rebuilt a third to make
that Great Good Place to work in, I have shifted from town to
country and from country to town, from England to abroad and
from friend to friend, I have preyed upon people more generous
than myself who loved me and gave life to me. In return, because
of my essential preoccupation, I have never given any person nor
place a simple disinterested love. It was not in me. I have loved
acutely, but that is another matter. I have attended spasmodically to
business and money-making. And here I am at sixty-five (Spring
1932), still asking for peace that I may work some more, that I may
do that major task that will atone for all the shortcomings of what I
have done in the past.

Imperfection and incompleteness are the certain lot of all creative
workers. We all compromise. We all fall short. The life story to be
told of any creative worker is therefore by its very nature, by its diversions
of purpose and its qualified success, by its grotesque transitions
from sublimation to base necessity and its pervasive stress towards
flight, a comedy. The story can never be altogether pitiful
because of the dignity of the work; it can never be altogether dignified
because of its inevitable concessions. It must be serious, but not
solemn, and since there is no controversy in view and no judgment
of any significance to be passed upon it, there is no occasion for
apologetics. In this spirit I shall try to set down the story of my own
life and work, up to and including its present perplexities.

I write down my story and state my present problem, I repeat, to
clear and relieve my mind. The story has no plot and the problem
will never be solved. I do not think that in the present phase of human
affairs there is any possible Great Good Place, any sure and
abiding home for any creative worker. In diverse forms and spirits
we are making over the world, so that the primary desires and emotions,
the drama of the immediate individual life will be subordinate
more and more, generation by generation, to beauty and truth, to
universal interests and mightier aims.

That is our common rôle. We are therefore, now and for the next[8]
few hundred years at least, strangers and invaders of the life of every
day. We are all essentially lonely. In our nerves, in our bones. We
are too preoccupied and too experimental to give ourselves freely
and honestly to other people, and in the end other people fail to
give themselves fully to us. We are too different among ourselves
to get together in any enduring fashion. It is good for others as for
myself to find, however belatedly, that there is no fixed home to be
found, and no permanent relationships. I see now, what I merely
suspected when I began to write this section, that my perplexities
belong to the mood of a wayside pause, to the fatigue of a belated
tramp on a road where there is no rest-house before the goal.

That dignified peace, that phase of work perfected in serenity, of
close companionship in thought, of tactfully changing scenery and
stabilized instability ahead, is just a helpful dream that kept me
going along some of the more exacting stretches of the course, a useful
but essentially an impossible dream. So I sit down now by the
reader, so to speak, and yarn a bit about my difficulties and blunders,
about preposterous hopes and unexpected lessons, about my luck
and the fun of the road, and then, a little refreshed and set-up, a
little more sprightly for the talk, I will presently shoulder the old
bundle again, go on, along the noisy jostling road, with its irritations
and quarrels and distractions, with no delusion that there is any
such dreamland work palace ahead, or any perfection of accomplishment
possible for me, before I have to dump the whole load, for
whatever it is worth, myself and my load together, on the scales of
the receiver at journey's end. Perhaps it is as well that I shall never
know what the scales tell, or indeed whether they have anything to
tell, or whether there will be any scales by which to tell, of the load
that has been my life.

§ 2

Persona and Personality

The preceding section was drafted one wakeful night, somewhen
between two and five in the early morning a year or more ago; it[9]
was written in perfect good faith, and a criticism and continuation
of it may very well serve as the opening movement in this autobiographical
effort. For that section reveals, artlessly and plainly what
Jung would call my persona.

A persona, as Jung uses the word, is the private conception a man
has of himself, his idea of what he wants to be and of how he wants
other people to take him. It provides therefore, the standard by
which he judges what he may do, what he ought to do and what is
imperative upon him. Everyone has a persona. Self conduct and self
explanation is impossible without one.

A persona may be very stable or it may fluctuate extremely. It
may be resolutely honest or it may draw some or all of its elements
from the realms of reverie. It may exist with variations in the same
mind. We may have single or multiple personas and in the latter
case we are charged with inconsistencies and puzzle ourselves and
our friends. Our personas grow and change and age as we do. And
rarely if ever are they the whole even of our conscious mental being.
All sorts of complexes are imperfectly incorporated or not incorporated
at all, and may run away with us in the most unexpected
manner.

So that this presentation of a preoccupied mind devoted to an
exalted and spacious task and seeking a maximum of detachment
from the cares of this world and from baser needs and urgencies
that distract it from that task, is not even the beginning of a statement
of what I am, but only of what I most like to think I am. It
is the plan to which I work, by which I prefer to work, and by
which ultimately I want to judge my performance. But quite a lot of
other things have happened to me, quite a lot of other stuff goes
with me and it is not for the reader to accept this purely personal
criterion.

A persona may be fundamentally false, as is that of many a maniac.
It may be a structure of mere compensatory delusions, as is the
case with many vain people. But it does not follow that if it is selected
by a man out of his moods and motives, it is necessarily a
work of self deception. A man who tries to behave as he conceives[10]
he should behave, may be satisfactorily honest in restraining, ignoring
and disavowing many of his innate motives and dispositions.
The mask, the persona, of the Happy Hypocrite became at last his
true faces.

It is just as true that all men are imperfect saints and heroes as it
is that all men are liars. There is, I maintain, a sufficient justification
among my thoughts and acts from quite early years, for that pose of
the disinterested thinker and worker, working for a racial rather
than a personal achievement. But the distractions, attacks and frustrations
that set him scribbling distressfully in the night, come as
much from within as without; the antagonisms and temptations
could do nothing to him, were it not for that within him upon
which they can take hold. Directly I turn from the easier task of posing
in an Apology for my life, to the more difficult work of frank
autobiography, I have to bring in all the tangled motives out of
which my persona has emerged; the elaborate sexual complexities,
the complexes of ambition and rivalry, the hesitation and fear in my
nature, for example; and in the interests of an impartial diagnosis I
have to set aside the appeal for a favourable verdict.

A biography should be a dissection and demonstration of how a
particular human being was made and worked; the directive persona
system is of leading importance only when it is sufficiently consistent
and developed to be the ruling theme of the story. But this is
the case with my life. From quite an early age I have been predisposed
towards one particular sort of work and one particular system
of interests. I have found the attempt to disentangle the possible
drift of life in general and of human life in particular from the confused
stream of events, and the means of controlling that drift, if
such are to be found, more important and interesting by far than
anything else. I have had, I believe, an aptitude for it. The study and
expression of tendency, has been for me what music is for the musician,
or the advancement of his special knowledge is to the scientific
investigator. My persona may be an exaggeration of one aspect of
my being, but I believe that it is a ruling aspect. It may be a magnification[11]
but it is not a fantasy. A voluminous mass of work accomplished
attests its reality.

The value of that work is another question. A bad musician may
be none the less passionately a musician. Because I have spent a large
part of my life's energy in a drive to make a practically applicable
science out of history and sociology, it does not follow that contemporary
historians, economists and politicians are not entirely just in
their disregard of my effort. They will not adopt my results; they
will only respond to fragments of them. But the fact remains that I
have made that effort, that it has given me a considerable ill-defined
prestige, and that it is the only thing that makes me conspicuous beyond
the average lot and gives my life with such complications and
entanglements as have occurred in it, an interest that has already
provoked biography and may possibly provoke more, and so renders
unavoidable the thought of a defensive publication, at some
future date, of this essay in autobiographical self-examination. The
conception of a worker concentrated on the perfection and completion
of a work is its primary idea. Either the toad which is struggling
to express itself here, has engendered a jewel in its head or it
is nothing worth troubling about in the way of toads.

This work, this jewel in my head for which I take myself seriously
enough to be self-scrutinizing and autobiographical, is, it seems to
me, a crystallization of ideas. A variety of biological and historical
suggestions and generalizations, which, when lying confusedly in
the human mind, were cloudy and opaque, have been brought into
closer and more exact relations; the once amorphous mixture has
fallen into a lucid arrangement and through this new crystalline
clearness, a plainer vision of human possibilities and the conditions
of their attainment, appears. I have made the broad lines and conditions
of the human outlook distinct and unmistakable for myself
and for others. I have shown that human life as we know it, is only
the dispersed raw material for human life as it might be. There is a
hitherto undreamt-of fullness, freedom and happiness within reach
of our species. Mankind can pull itself together and take that now.[12]
But if mankind fails to apprehend its opportunity, then division,
cruelties, delusions and ultimate frustration lie before our kind. The
decision to perish or escape has to be made within a very limited
time. For escape, vast changes in the educational, economic and
directive structure of human society are necessary. They are definable.
They are practicable. But they demand courage and integrity.
They demand a force and concentration of will and a power of adaptation
in habits and usages which may or may not be within the
compass of mankind. This is the exciting and moving prospect displayed
by the crystal I have brought out of solution.

I do not set up to be the only toad in the world that has this crystallization.
I do not find so much difference between my mind and
others, that I can suppose that I alone have got this vision clear.
What I think, numbers must be thinking. They have similar minds
with similar material, and it is by mere chance and opportunity that
I have been among the first to give expression to this realization of a
guiding framework for life. But I have been among the first. Essentially,
then, a main thread in weaving my autobiography must be
the story of how I came upon, and amidst what accidents I doubted,
questioned and rebelled against, accepted interpretations of life; and
so went on to find the pattern of the key to master our world and
release its imprisoned promise. I believe I am among those who have
found what key is needed. We, I and those similar others, have set
down now all the specifications for a working key to the greater
human life. By an incessant toil of study, propaganda, education and
creative suggestion, by sacrifice where it is necessary and much fearless
conflict, by a bold handling of stupidity, obstruction and perversity,
we may yet cut out and file and polish and insert and turn
that key to the creative world community before it is too late. That
kingdom of heaven is materially within our reach.

My story therefore will be at once a very personal one and it will
be a history of my sort and my time. An autobiography is the story
of the contacts of a mind and a world. The story will begin in perplexity
and go on to a troubled and unsystematic awakening. It will
culminate in the attainment of a clear sense of purpose, conviction[13]
that the coming great world of order, is real and sure; but, so far as
my individual life goes, with time running out and a thousand entanglements
delaying realization. For me maybe—but surely not for
us. For us, the undying us of our thought and experience, that great
to-morrow is certain.

So this autobiography plans itself as the crystallization of a system
of creative realizations in one particular mind—with various incidental,
good, interesting or curious personal things that happened
by the way.

§ 3

Quality of the Brain and Body Concerned

The brain upon which my experiences have been written is not a
particularly good one. If there were brain-shows, as there are cat and
dog shows, I doubt if it would get even a third class prize. Upon
quite a number of points it would be marked below the average. In
a little private school in a small town on the outskirts of London it
seemed good enough, and that gave me a helpful conceit about it in
early struggles where confidence was half the battle. It was a precocious
brain, so that I was classified with boys older than myself right
up to the end of a brief school career which closed before I was
fourteen. But compared with the run of the brains I meet nowadays,
it seems a poorish instrument. I won't even compare it with such
cerebra as the full and subtly simple brain of Einstein, the wary,
quick and flexible one of Lloyd George, the abundant and rich grey
matter of G. B. Shaw, Julian Huxley's store of knowledge or my
own eldest son's fine and precise instrument. But in relation to
everyday people with no claim to mental distinction I still find it at
a disadvantage. The names of places and people, numbers, quantities
and dates for instance, are easily lost or get a little distorted. It
snatches at them and often lets them slip again. I cannot do any but
the simplest sums in my head and when I used to play bridge, I
found my memory of the consecutive tricks and my reasoning about[14]
the playing of the cards, inferior to nine out of ten of the people I
played with. I lose at chess to almost anyone and though I have
played a spread-out patience called Miss Milligan for the past fifteen
years, I have never acquired a sufficient sense of the patterns of 104
cards to make it anything more than a game of chance and feeling.
Although I have learnt and relearnt French since my school days
and have lived a large part of each year for the past eight years in
France, I have never acquired a flexible diction or a good accent and
I cannot follow French people when they are talking briskly—and
they always talk briskly. Such other languages as Spanish, Italian
and German I have picked up from a grammar or a conversation
book sufficiently to serve the purposes of travel; only to lose even
that much as soon as I ceased to use them. London is my own particular
city; all my life I have been going about in it and yet the
certitude of the taxicab driver is a perpetual amazement to me. If I
wanted to walk from Hoxton to Chelsea without asking my way, I
should have to sit down to puzzle over a map for some time. All this
indicates a loose rather inferior mental texture, inexact reception,
bad storage and uncertain accessibility.

I do not think my brain has begun to age particularly yet. It can
pick up new tricks, though it drops them very readily again, more
readily perhaps than it used to do. I learnt sufficient Spanish in the
odd moments of three months to get along in Spain two years ago
without much trouble. I think my brain has always been very much
as it is now, except perhaps for a certain slowing down.

And I believe that its defects are mainly innate. It was not a good
brain to begin with, although certain physical defects of mine and
bad early training, may have increased faults that might have been
corrected by an observant teacher. The atmosphere of my home and
early upbringing was not a highly educative atmosphere; words
were used inexactly, and mispronounced, and so a certain timidity
of utterance and a disposition to mumble and avoid doubtful or difficult
words and phrases, may have worked back into my mental
texture. My eyes have different focal lengths and nobody discovered
this until I was over thirty. Columns of figures and lines of print are[15]
as a result apt to get a little dislocated and this made me bad at arithmetic
and blurred my impression of the form of words. It was only
about the age of thirteen, when I got away with algebra, Euclid's
elements and, a little later, the elements of trigonometry, that I
realized I was not a hopeless duffer at mathematics. But here comes
an item on the credit side; I found Euclid easy reading and solved
the simple "riders" in my text book with a facility my schoolmaster
found exemplary. I also became conceited about my capacity for
"problems" in algebra. And by eleven or twelve, in some way I cannot
trace, I had taken to drawing rather vigorously and freshly. My
elder brother could not draw at all but my other brother draws
exactly and delicately, if not quite so spontaneously and expressively
as I do. I know practically nothing of brain structure and physiology,
but it seems probable to me that this relative readiness to grasp
form and relation, indicates that the general shape and arrangement
of my brain is better than the quality of its cells, fibres and blood-vessels.
I have a quick sense of form and proportion; I have a brain
good for outlines. Most of my story will carry out that suggestion.

A thing that has I think more to do with my general build than
with my brain structure is that my brain works best in short spells
and is easily fatigued. My head is small—I can cheer up nearly every
one of my friends by just changing hats; the borrowed brim comes
down upon my ears and spreads them wide—my heart has an irregular
beat and I suspect that my carotid arteries do not branch so
freely and generously into my grey matter as they might do. I do
not know whether it would be of any service after I am dead to
prepare sections of my brain to ascertain that. I have made an autopsy
possible by my will, but my son Gip tells me that all that
tissue will have decayed long before a post mortem is possible. "Unless,"
he added helpfully, "you could commit suicide in a good hardening
solution." But that would be difficult to arrange. There may
perhaps be considerable differences in mental character due to a
larger or smaller lumen of the arteries, to a rapid or sluggish venous
drainage, to variations in interstitial tissue, which affect the response
and interaction of the nerve cells. At any rate there is and always has[16]
been far too ready a disposition in my brain to fag and fade for my
taste.

It can fade out generally or locally in a very disconcerting manner.
Aphasia is frequent with me. At an examination for a teaching
diploma which involved answering twenty or thirty little papers in
the course of four days I found myself on the last day face to face
with a paper, happily not of vital importance, of which the questions
were entirely familiar and entirely unmeaning. There was
nothing to be done but go out. On another occasion I undertook to
give an afternoon lecture to the Royal Institution. I knew my subject
fairly well, so well that I had not written it down. I was not particularly
afraid of my audience. I talked for a third of my allotted time—and
came to a blank. After an awkward silence I had to say; "I
am sorry. That is all I have prepared to-day."

Psycho-analysts have a disposition to explain the forgetting of
names and the dissociation of faces, voices and so forth from their
proper context as a sub-conscious suppression due to some obscure
dislike. If so I must dislike a vast multitude of people. But why
should psycho-analysts assume a perfect brain mechanism and recognize
only psychic causes? I believe a physical explanation will
cover a number of these cases and that a drop in the conductivity of
the associated links due to diminished oxygenation or some slight
variation in the blood plasma is much more generally the temporarily
effacing agent.

I was interested the other night, in a supper-room in Vienna, by
a little intimation of the poor quality of my memory. There came
in a party of people who sat at another table. One of them was a
German young lady who reminded me very strikingly of the daughter
of an acquaintance I had made in Spain. He had introduced
himself and his family to me because he was the surviving brother of
an old friend and editor of mine, Harry Cust, and he had heard all
sorts of things about me. "That girl," I said, "is the very image
of——" The name would not come. "She is the daughter of Lord
[17]B——." I got as far as the "B" and stuck. I tried again; "Her name
is—— Cust," I protested, "But I have known her by her Christian
name, talked to her, talked about her, liked and admired her, visited
her father's home at——." Again an absolute blank. I became bad
company. I could talk of nothing else. I retired inside my brain and
routed about in it, trying to recover those once quite familiar names.
I could recall all sorts of incidents while I was in the same hotel
with these people at Ronda and Granada and while I stayed at that
house, a very beautiful English house in the midlands, I could produce
a rough sketch of the garden and I remembered addressing a
party of girl scouts from the front door and even what I said to
them. I had met and talked with Lady B and on another occasion
met her son within the past year. But that evening the verbal labels
seemed lost beyond recovery. I tried over all the peers I had ever
heard of whose names began with "B." I tried over every conceivable
feminine Christian name. I took a gloomy view of my mental state.

Next morning, while I was still in bed, the missing labels all
came back, except one. The name of the house had gone; it is still
missing. Presently if it refuses to come home of its own accord I
shall look it up in some book of reference. And yet I am sure that
somewhere in the thickets of my brain it is hiding from me now. I
tell this anecdote for the sake of its complete pointlessness. The psychological
explanation of such forgetfulness is a disinclination to
remember. But what conflict of hostilities, frustrations, restrained
desires and so forth, is here? None at all. It is merely that the links
are feeble and the printing of the impressions bad. It is a case of
second-rate brain fabric. And rather overgrown and pressed upon at
that. If my mental paths are not frequently traversed and refreshed
they are obstructed.

Now defects in the brain texture must affect its moral quite as
much as its intellectual character. It is essentially the same apparatus
at work in either case. If the links of association that reassemble a
memory can be temporarily effaced, so can the links that bring a
sense of obligation to bear upon a motive. Adding a column of figures
wrongly and judging incorrectly a situation in which one has
to act are quite comparable brain processes. So in my own behaviour
just as in my apprehension of things the outline is better than the[18]
detail. The more closely I scrutinize my reactions, the more I find
detailed inconsistencies, changes of front and goings to and fro. The
more I stand off from the immediate thing and regard my behaviour
as a whole the more it holds together. As I have gathered experience
of life, I have become increasingly impressed by the injustice
we do ourselves and others by not allowing for these local and
temporary faintings and fadings of our brains in our judgment of
conduct.

Our relations with other human beings are more full and intricate
the nearer they are to us and the more important they are in our
lives. So, however we may be able to pigeonhole and note this or
that casual acquaintance for treatment of a particular sort, when we
come to our intimates we find ourselves behaving according to immensely
various and complex systems of association, which in the
case of such brains as mine anyhow, are never uniformly active,
which are subject to just the same partial and irrational dissociations
and variations as are my memories of names and numbers. I can
have a great tenderness or resentment for someone and it may become
as absent from my present thought as that title or the name of
that country house I could not remember in Vienna. I may have a
sense of obligation and it will vanish as completely. Facts will appear
in my mind quite clear in their form and sequence and yet
completely shorn of some moving emotional quality I know they
once possessed. And then a day or so after it will all come back to
me.

Everyone, of course, is more or less like this, but I am of the kind,
I think, which is more so.

On the other hand, though my brain organization is so poor that
connexions are thus intermittently weakened and effaced and groups
of living associations removed out of reach, I do not find in this
cerebrum of mine any trace of another type of weakness which I
should imagine must be closely akin to such local failure to function,
namely those actual replacements of one system of associations by
another, which cause what is called double personalities. In the
classical instances of double personality psychologists tell of whole[19]
distinct networks of memory and impulse, co-existing side by side
in the same brain yet functioning independently, which are alternative
and often quite contradictory one to the other. When one system
is in action; the other is more or less inaccessible and vice versa.
I have met and lived in close contact with one or two individuals
of this alternating type; it is, I think, more common among women
than among men; I have had occasion to watch these changes of
phase, and I do not find that in my own brain stuff there are any
such regional or textural substitutions. There are effacements but not
replacements. My brain may be very much alive or it may be flat
and faded out or simply stupefied by sleepiness or apathy; it may be
exalted by some fever in the blood, warmed and confused by alcohol,
energized, angered or sexually excited by the subtle messages
and stimuli my blood brings it; but my belief is that I remain always
very much the same personality through it all. I do not think I
delude myself about this. My brain I believe is consistent. Such as it
is, it holds together. It is like a centralized country with all its government
in one capital, even though that government is sometimes
negligent, feeble or inert.

One other thing I have to note about this brain of mine and that is—how
can I phrase it?—an exceptional want of excitable "Go." I
suspect that is due not, as my forgetfulnesses and inconsistencies
may be, to local insufficiencies and failures in the circulation, but to
some general under-stimulation. My perceptions do not seem to be
so thorough, vivid and compelling as those of many people I meet
and it is rare that my impressions of things glow. There is a faint
element of inattention in all I do; it is as if white was mixed into all
the pigments of my life. I am rarely vivid to myself. I am just a little
slack, not wholly and continuously interested, prone to be indolent
and cold-hearted. I am readily bored. When I try to make up for
this I am inevitably a little "forced" when dealing with things, and
a little "false" and "charming" with people. You will find this coming
out when I tell of my failure as a draper's assistant and of my
relations to my intimate friends. You will discover a great deal of
evasion and refusal in my story.[20]

Nature has a way of turning even biological defects into advantages
and I am not sure how far what may be called my success in
life has not been due to this undertow of indifference. I have not
been easily carried away by immediate things and made to forget the
general in the particular. There is a sort of journalistic legend that I
am a person of boundless enthusiasm and energy. Nothing could be
further from the reality. For all my desire to be interested I have to
confess that for most things and people I don't care a damn. Writing
numbers of books and articles is evidence not of energy but of sedentary
habits. People with a real quantitative excess of energy and enthusiasm
become Mussolinis, Hitlers, Stalins, Gladstones, Beaverbrooks,
Northcliffes, Napoleons. It takes generations to clean up
after them. But what I shall leave behind me will not need cleaning
up. Just because of that constitutional apathy it will be characteristically
free from individual Woosh and it will be available and it
will go on for as long as it is needed.

And now, having conveyed to you some idea of the quality and
defects of the grey matter of that organized mass of phosphorized
fat and connective tissue which is, so to speak, the hero of the piece,
and having displayed the persona or, if you will, the vanity which
now dominates its imaginations, I will try to tell how in this particular
receiving apparatus the picture of its universe was built up,
what it did and failed to do with the body it controlled and what the
thronging impressions and reactions that constituted its life amount
to.[21]
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§ 1

47 High Street, Bromley, Kent

This brain of mine came into existence and began to acquire reflexes
and register impressions in a needy shabby home in a little town
called Bromley in Kent, which has since become a suburb of London.
My consciousness of myself grew by such imperceptible degrees, and
for a time each successive impression incorporated what had preceded
it so completely, that I have no recollection of any beginning
at all. I have a miscellany of early memories, but they are not arranged
in any time order. I will do my best however, to recall the
conditions amidst which my childish head got its elementary lessons
in living. They seem to me now quite dreadful conditions, but at the
time it was the only conceivable world.

It was then the flaxen head of a podgy little boy with a snub nose
and a long infantile upper lip, and along the top his flaxen hair
was curled in a longitudinal curl which was finally abolished at his
own urgent request. Early photographs record short white socks,
bare arms and legs, a petticoat, ribbon bows on the shoulders, and a
scowl. That must have been gala costume. I do not remember exactly
what everyday clothes I wore until I was getting to be a fairly big
boy. I seem to recall a sort of holland pinafore for everyday use very
like what small boys still wear in France, except that it was brown
instead of black holland.

The house in which this little boy ran about, clattering up and
down the uncarpeted stairs, bawling—family tradition insists on the[22]
bawling—and investigating existence, deserves description, not only
from the biographical, but from the sociological point of view. It was
one of a row of badly built houses upon a narrow section of the
High Street. In front upon the ground floor was the shop, filled with
crockery, china and glassware and, a special line of goods, cricket
bats, balls, stumps, nets and other cricket material. Behind the shop
was an extremely small room, the "parlour," with a fireplace, a
borrowed light and glass-door upon the shop and a larger window
upon the yard behind. A murderously narrow staircase with a twist
in it led downstairs to a completely subterranean kitchen, lit by a
window which derived its light from a grating on the street level,
and a bricked scullery, which, since the house was poised on a bank,
opened into the yard at the ground level below. In the scullery was a
small fireplace, a copper boiler for washing, a provision cupboard, a
bread pan, a beer cask, a pump delivering water from a well into
a stone sink, and space for coal, our only space for coal, beneath the
wooden stairs. This "coal cellar" held about a ton of coal, and when
the supply was renewed it had to be carried in sacks through the
shop and "parlour" and down the staircase by men who were apt to
be uncivil about the inconveniences of the task and still more apt to
drop small particles of coal along the route.

The yard was perhaps thirty by forty feet square. In it was a brick
erection, the "closet," an earth jakes over a cesspool, within perhaps
twenty feet of the well and the pump; and above this closet was a
rain-water tank. Behind it was the brick dustbin (cleared at rare
intervals via the shop), a fairly open and spacious receptacle. In this
a small boy could find among the ashes such objects of interest as
egg-shells, useful tins and boxes. The ashes could be rearranged to
suggest mountain scenery. There was a boundary wall, separating us
from the much larger yard and sheds of Mr. Covell the butcher, in
which pigs, sheep and horned cattle were harboured violently, and
protested plaintively through the night before they were slaughtered.
Some were recalcitrant and had to be treated accordingly; there was
an element of Rodeo about Covell's yard. Beyond it was Bromley
Church and its old graveyard, full then of healthy trees, ruinous[23]
tombs and headstones askew—in which I had an elder sister buried.

Our yard was half bricked and half bare earth, and an open cement
gutter brought the waste waters of the sink to a soak-away in the
middle of the space. Thence, no doubt, soap-suds and cabbage water,
seeped away to mingle with the graver accumulations of the "closet"
and the waters of the well from which the pump drew our supply.
Between the scullery and the neighbour's wall was a narrow passage
covered over, and in this my father piled the red earthenware jars
and pans, the jam-pots and so forth, which bulk so large in the stock
of a crockery dealer.

I "played" a lot in this yard and learnt its every detail, because
there was no other open air space within easy reach of a very small
boy to play in. Its effect of smallness was enhanced by the erections
in the neighbours' yards on either side. On one hand was the yard of
Mr. Munday, the haberdasher, who had put up a greenhouse and
cultivated mushrooms, to nourish which his boys collected horse-droppings
from the High Street in a small wooden truck; and on the
other, Mr. Cooper, the tailor, had built out a workroom in which two
or three tailors sat and sewed. It was always a matter of uneasiness to
my mother whether these men could or could not squint round and
see the necessary comings and goings of pots and pans and persons to
the closet. The unbricked part of our yard had a small flower-bed in
which my father had planted a bush of Wigelia. It flowered reluctantly,
and most things grew reluctantly in that bed. A fact, still
vividly clear in my mind across an interval of sixty years, is that it
was the only patch of turned up earth accessible to the cats of Mr.
Munday, Mr. Cooper and our own ménage. But my father was a gardener
of some resolution and, against the back of the house rooting
in a hole in the brickwork, he had persuaded a grape vine not only to
grow but to flourish. When I was ten, he fell from a combination of
short ladder, table and kitchen steps on which he had mounted to
prune the less accessible shoots of this vine, and sustained a compound
fracture of the leg. But of that very important event I will tell
a little later.

I dwell rather upon the particulars about this yard, because it was a[24]
large part of my little world in those days. I lived mostly in it and in
the scullery and underground kitchen. We were much too poor to
have a servant, and it was more than my mother could do to keep
fires going upstairs (let alone the price of coal). Above the ground
floor and reached by an equally tortuous staircase—I have seen my
father reduced to a blind ecstasy of rage in an attempt to get a small
sofa up it—were a back bedroom occupied by my mother and a
front room occupied by my father (this separation was, I think, their
form of birth control), and above this again was a room, the boys'
bedroom (there were three of us) and a back attic filled with dusty
crockery stock. But there was stock everywhere; pots and pans invaded
the kitchen, under the dresser and under the ironing board;
bats and stumps crept into the "parlour." The furniture of this home
had all been acquired second-hand at sales; furniture shops that catered
for democracy had still to appear in the middle nineteenth century;
an aristocratic but battered bookcase despised a sofa from some
housekeeper's room; there was a perky little chiffonier in the parlour;
the chairs were massive but moody; the wooden bedsteads had
exhausted feather mattresses and grey sheets—for there had to be
economy over the washing bills—and there was not a scrap of faded
carpet or worn oil-cloth in the house that had not lived a full life of
usefulness before it came into our household. Everything was frayed,
discoloured and patched. But we had no end of oil lamps because
they came out of (and went back into) stock. (My father also dealt
in lamp-wicks, oil and paraffin.)

We lived, as I have said, mostly downstairs and underground,
more particularly in the winter. We went upstairs to bed. About upstairs
I have to add a further particular. The house was infested with
bugs. They harboured in the wooden bedsteads and lurked between
the layers of wallpaper that peeled from the walls. Slain they avenge
themselves by a peculiar penetrating disagreeable smell. That mingles
in my early recollections with the more pervasive odour of paraffin,
with which my father carried on an inconclusive war against them.
Almost every part of my home had its own distinctive smell.

This was the material setting in which my life began. Let me tell[25]
now something of my father and mother, what manner of people
they were, and how they got themselves into this queer home from
which my two brothers and I were launched into what Sir James
Jeans has very properly called, this Mysterious Universe, to make
what we could of it.

§ 2

Sarah Neal (1822-1905)

My mother was a little blue-eyed, pink-cheeked woman with a large
serious innocent face. She was born on October 10th, 1822, in the
days when King George IV was King, and three years before the
opening of the first steam railway. It was still an age of horse and
foot transit, sailing ships and undiscovered lands. She was the daughter
of a Midhurst innkeeper and his frequently invalid wife. His
name was George Neal (born 1797) and he was probably of remote
Irish origin; his wife's maiden name was Sarah Benham, which
sounds good English. She was born in 1796. Midhurst was a little old
sunny rag-stone built town on the road from London to Chichester,
and my grandfather stabled the relay of horses for the stage coach as
his father had done before him. An uncle of his drove a coach, and
one winter's night in a snowstorm, being alone without passengers
and having sustained himself excessively against the cold and solitude
of the drive, he took the wrong turning at the entrance to the
town, went straight over the wharf into the pool at the head of the
old canal, and was handsomely drowned together with his horses. It
was a characteristic of my mother's family to be easily lit and confused
by alcohol, but never subdued to inaction by it. And when my
grandfather died he had mortgaged his small property and was very
much in debt, so that there was practically nothing for my mother
and her younger brother John, who survived him.

The facts still traceable about my grandfather's circumstances are
now very fragmentary. I have a few notes my elder brother made
from my mother's recollections, and I have various wills and marriage[26]
and birth certificates and a diary kept by my mother. George
Neal kept the Fountains Inn at Chichester I think, before he kept the
New Inn at Chichester; the New Inn he had from 1840 to his death
in 1853. He married Sarah Benham on October 30th, 1817. Two infant
boys died, and then my mother was born in 1822. After a long
interval my uncle John was born in 1836, and a girl Elizabeth in
1838. It is evident my grandmother had very indifferent health, but
she was still pretty and winning, says my mother's diary, at the age
of fifty-three, and her hands were small and fine. Except for that one
entry, there is nothing much now to be learnt about her. I suppose
that when she was well she did her best, after the fashion of the
time, to teach her daughter the elements of religion, knowledge and
the domestic arts. I possess quite a brave sampler worked by my
mother when she was in her eighth year. It says, amidst some
decorative stitching:

"Opportunity lost can never be recalled; therefore it is the highest
wisdom in youth to make all the sensible improvements they can in
their early days; for a young overgrown dunce seldom makes a figure
in any branch of learning in his old days. Sarah Neal her work.
May 26, 1830. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18."

After which it breaks off and resumes along the bottom with a
row of letters upside down.

When my grandmother was too ill to be in control, my mother
ran about the inn premises, laid the table for my grandfather's meals,
and, as a special treat, drew and served tankards of beer in the bar.
There was no compulsory schooling in those days. Some serious
neighbours seem to have talked to my grandfather and pointed out
the value of accomplishments and scholastic finish to a young female
in a progressive age. In 1833 he came into some property through
the death of my great-grandfather and thereupon my mother was
sent off to a finishing school for young ladies kept by a Miss Riley
in Chichester. There in a year or so she showed such remarkable aptitude
for polite learning, that she learnt to write in the clear angular
handwriting reserved for women in those days, to read, to do
sums up to, but not quite including, long division, the names of the[27]
countries and capitals of Europe and the counties and county towns
of England (with particular attention to the rivers they were "on")
and from Mrs. Markham's History all that it was seemly to know
about the Kings and Queens of England. Moreover she learnt from
Magnell's Questions the names of the four elements (which in due
course she taught me), the seven wonders of the world (or was it
nine?), the three diseases of wheat, and many such facts which
Miss Riley deemed helpful to her in her passage through life. (But
she never really mastered the names of the nine Muses and over
what they presided, and though she begged and prayed her father
that she might learn French, it was an Extra and she was refused
it.) A natural tendency to Protestant piety already established by her
ailing mother, was greatly enhanced. She was given various edifying
books to read, but she was warned against worldly novels, the errors
and wiles of Rome, French cooking and the insidious treachery of
men, she was also prepared for confirmation and confirmed, she
took the sacrament of Holy Communion, and so fortified and finished
she returned to her home (1836).

An interesting thing about this school of Miss Riley's, which was
in so many respects a very antiquated eighteenth century school, was
the strong flavour of early feminism it left in her mind. I do not
think it is on record anywhere, but it is plain to me from what I
have heard my mother say, that among school mistresses and such
like women at any rate, there was a stir of emancipation associated
with the claim, ultimately successful, of the Princess Victoria, daughter
of the Duke and Duchess of Kent, to succeed King William IV.
There was a movement against that young lady based on her sex
and this had provoked in reaction a wave of feminine partisanship
throughout the country. It picked up reinforcement from an earlier
trouble between George the Fourth and Queen Caroline. A favourite
book of my mother's was Mrs. Strickland's Queens of England,
and she followed the life of Victoria, her acts and utterances, her
goings forth and her lyings in, her great sorrow and her other
bereavements, with a passionate loyalty. The Queen, also a small
woman, was in fact my mother's compensatory personality, her[28]
imaginative consolation for all the restrictions and hardships that her
sex, her diminutive size, her motherhood and all the endless difficulties
of life, imposed upon her. The dear Queen could command her
husband as a subject and wilt the tremendous Mr. Gladstone with
awe. How would it feel to be in that position? One would say this.
One would do that. I have no doubt about my mother's reveries. In
her latter years in a black bonnet and a black silk dress she became
curiously suggestive of the supreme widow....

For my own part, such is the obduracy of the young male, I heard
too much of the dear Queen altogether; I conceived a jealous hatred
for the abundant clothing, the magnificent housing and all the freedoms
of her children and still more intensely of my contemporaries,
her grandchildren. Why was my mother so concerned about them?
Was not my handicap heavy enough without my having to worship
them at my own mother's behest? This was a fixation that has lasted
all through my life. Various, desperate and fatiguing expeditions to
crowded street corners and points of vantage at Windsor, at Chislehurst
near Bromley (where the Empress Eugénie was living in exile)
from which we might see the dear Queen pass;—"She's coming.
Oh, she's coming. If only I could see! Take off your hat Bertie dear,"—deepened
my hostility and wove a stout, ineradicable thread of republicanism
into my resentful nature.

But that is anticipating. For the present I am trying to restore my
mother's mental picture of the world, as she saw it awaiting her,
thirty years and more before I was born or thought of. It was a world
much more like Jane Austen's than Fanny Burney's, but at a lower
social level. Its chintz was second-hand, and its flowered muslin
cheap and easily tired. Still more was it like the English countryside
of Dickens' Bleak House. It was a countryside, for as yet my mother
knew nothing of London. Over it all ruled God our Father, in whose
natural kindliness my mother had great confidence. He was entirely
confused in her mind, because of the mystery of the Holy Trinity,
with "Our Saviour" or "Our Lord"—who was rarely mentioned by
any other names. The Holy Ghost she ignored almost entirely; I cannot
recall any reference to him; he was certainly never "our" Holy[29]
Ghost, and the Virgin Mary, in spite of what I should have considered
her appeal to feminist proclivities, my mother disregarded even
more completely. It may have been simply that there was a papistical
flavour about the Virgin; I don't know. Or a remote suspicion of
artistic irregularity about the recorded activities of the Holy Spirit.
In the lower sky and the real link between my mother and the god-head,
was the Dear Queen, ruling by right divine, and beneath this
again, the nobility and gentry, who employed, patronised, directed
and commanded the rest of mankind. On every Sunday in the year,
one went to church and refreshed one's sense of this hierarchy between
the communion table and the Free Seats. And behind everyone,
behind the Free Seats, but alas! by no means confining his
wicked activities to them, was Satan, Old Nick, the Devil, who
accounted for so much in the world that was otherwise inexplicable.

My mother was Low Church, and I was disposed to find, even in
my tender years, Low Church theology a little too stiff for me, but
she tempered it to her own essential goodness, gentleness and faith
in God's Fatherhood, in ways that were quite her own. I remember
demanding of her in my crude schoolboy revolt if she really believed
in a hell of eternal torment. "We must, my dear," she said. "But our
Saviour died for us—and perhaps after all nobody will be sent there.
Except of course the Old Devil."

And even he, being so to speak the official in charge, I think she
would have exempted from actual torture. Maybe Our Father would
have shown him the tongs now and again, just to remind him.

There was a picture in an old illustrated book of devotions, Sturm's
Reflections, obliterated with stamp paper, and so provoking investigation.
What had mother been hiding from me? By holding up the
page to the light I discovered the censored illustration represented
hell-fire; devil, pitchfork and damned, all complete and drawn with
great gusto. But she had anticipated the general trend of Protestant
theology at the present time and hidden hell away.

She believed that God our Father and Saviour, personally and
through occasional angels, would mind her; she believed that he
would not be indifferent to her prayers; she believed she had to be[30]
good, carefully and continually, and not give Satan a chance with
her. Then everything would be all right. That was what her "simple
faith" as she called it really amounted to, and in that faith she went
out very trustfully into the world.

It was decided that she should go into service as a lady's maid. But
first she had four years' apprenticeship as a dressmaker (1836-1840)
and she also had instruction in hair-dressing, to equip herself more
thoroughly for that state of life into which it had pleased God to
call her.

It was a world of other ladies'-maids and valets, of house stewards,
housekeepers, cooks and butlers, upper servants above the level of
maids and footmen, a downstairs world, but living in plentiful good
air, well fed and fairly well housed in the attics, basements and interstices
of great mansions. It was an old-fashioned world; most of
its patterns of behaviour and much of its peculiar idiom, were established
in the seventeenth century; its way of talking, its style of wit,
was in an unbroken tradition from the Polite Conversation of Dean
Swift, and it had customs and an etiquette all its own. I do not think
she had a bad time in service; people poked fun at a certain simplicity
in her, but no one seems to have been malignant.

I do not know all the positions she filled during her years as a
lady's maid. In 1845, when her diary begins, she was with the wife
of a certain Captain Forde, I know, and in her company she travelled
and lived in Ireland and in various places in England. The early part
of this diary is by far the best written. It abounds in descriptions of
scenery and notes of admiration, and is clearly the record of an interested
if conventional mind. Ultimately (1850) she became maid to
a certain Miss Bullock who lived at Up Park near Petersfield. It was
not so gay as the Forde world. At Christmas particularly, in place of
merriment, "Up Park just did nothing but eat," but she conceived
a great affection for Miss Bullock. She had left the Fordes because
her mother was distressed by the death of her sister Elizabeth and
wanted Sarah to be in England nearer to her. And at Up Park she
met an eligible bachelor gardener who was destined to end her
career as a lady's maid, and in the course of time to be my father.[31]
He wasn't there to begin with; he came in 1851. "He seems peculiar,"
says the diary, and offers no further comment. Probably she encountered
him first in the Servants' Hall, where there was a weekly
dance by candlelight to the music of concertina and fiddle.

This was not my mother's first love affair. Two allusions, slightly
reminiscent of the romantic fiction of the time, preserve the memory
of a previous experience.

"Kingstown railway," the diary remarks, "is very compact and
pretty. From Dublin it is short but the sea appears in view, and
mountains, which to one fond of romantic scenery, how dear does
the country appear when the views are so diversified by the changes
of scene, to the reflective mind how sweet they are to one alas a voluntary
exile from her dear, her native land, to wander alone to brood
over the unkindness, the ingratitude, of a faithless, an absent, but
not a forgotten lover. Ah, I left a kind and happy home to hide from
all dear friends the keen, bitter anguish of my heart. Time and the
smiles of dear Erin's hospitable people had made a once miserable
girl comparatively happy, but can man be happy who gains an innocent
love and then trifles with the girlish innocent heart. May he be
forgiven as I forgive him!!!"

And again, some pages later: "I meet kindness everywhere, but
there are moments when I feel lonely, which makes me sigh for
home, dear England, happy shore, still I do not wish to meet again
that false wicked man, who gained my young heart and then trifled
with a pure love. I hope this early trial will work good in me. I feel
it ordered for the best and time will, I trust, prove it to me how
mercifully has Providence watched over me, and for a wise purpose
taught me not to trust implicitly to erring creatures. Oh, can I ever
believe man again? Burnt all his letters. I shall now forget quicker
I hope, and may he be forgiven his falsehoods."

So, but for that man's treachery, everything might have been different
and somebody else might have come into the world in my
place, and this biography have never seen the light, replaced by some
other biography or by no biography at all.

I know nothing of the earliest encounter of my father and mother.[32]
It may have been in the convolutions of Hands Across and Down
the Middle, Sir Roger de Coverley, Pop Goes the Weasel, or some
such country dance. I like to think of my mother then as innocently
animated, pretty and not yet overstrained by dingy toil, and my
father as a bright and promising young gardener, son of a head gardener
of repute, the head gardener of Lord de Lisle at Penshurst. He
was five years younger than she was, and they were both still in
their twenties. Presently she was calling him "Joe" and he had modified
her name Sarah to "Saddie."

He probably came to the house every day to discuss flowers and
vegetables, and so forth, with the cook and the housekeeper and
steward and perhaps there was a chance for a word or two then, and
on Sundays, when everybody walked downhill a mile and more
through the Warren to morning service in Harting Church, they
may have had opportunities for conversation. He was not a bad-looking
young man, I gather, and I once met an old lady in Harting
who recalled that he wore the "most gentlemanly grey trousers."

My parents' relationship had its serious side in those days. It was
not all country dances and smiling meetings. I still possess a letter
from him to her in which he explains that she has misunderstood
an allusion he had made to the Holy Sacrament. He would be the
last, he says, to be irreverent on such a topic. It is quite a well written
letter.

§ 3

Up Park and Joseph Wells (1827-1910)

This Up Park is a handsome great house looking southward, with
beechwoods and bracken thickets to shelter the dappled fallow deer
of its wide undulating downland park. To the north the estate over-hangs
the village of South Harting in the triangle between Midhurst,
Petersfield and Chichester. The walled gardens, containing
the gardener's cottage which my father occupied, were situated three
or four hundred yards or more away from the main buildings. There[33]
was an outlying laundry, dairy, butcher's shop and stables in the
early eighteenth century style, and a turfed-over ice-house. Up Park
was built by a Fetherstonhaugh, and it has always been in the hands
of that family.

In the beginning of the nineteenth century the reigning Fetherstonhaugh
was a certain Sir Harry, an intimate of the Prince Regent
who was afterwards George IV. Sir Harry was a great seducer of
pretty poorish girls, milliners, tenants, singers and servant maids,
after the fashion of the time. An early mistress was that lovely young
adventuress Emma, who passed into the protection of Greville of
the Memoirs, married Sir William Hamilton, and became Romney's
and Nelson's Lady Hamilton. In his declining years Sir Harry was
smitten with desire for an attractive housemaid, Frances Bullock,
and after a strenuous pursuit and a virtuous resistance, valiant
struggles on the back stairs and much heated argument, married her.
No offspring ensued. She brought her younger sister with her to the
house and engaged a governess, Miss Sutherland, to chaperon her
and it was after Sir Harry's death that my mother became maid to
this younger Miss Bullock.

Queen Victoria and Society never took very eagerly to this belated
Lady Fetherstonhaugh, nobody married Miss Bullock, and Sir Harry
being duly interred, the three ladies led a spacious dully comfortable
life between Up Park and Claridge's. They entertained house parties;
people came to them for their shooting and hunting. They changed
so little of the old arrangements that I find in a list of guests made
by the housekeeper forty years after his death, that "Sir H's bedroom"
is still called by his name and assigned to the principal guest.
A Mr. Weaver, a bastard, I believe, of Sir Harry's, occupied an ambiguous
position in the household as steward and was said—as was
probably inevitable—to be Lady Fetherstonhaugh's lover. It could
not have been much in the way of love-making anyhow, with everyone
watching and disapproving.

In a novel of mine, perhaps my most ambitious novel, Tono
Bungay, I have made a little picture of Up Park as "Bladesover,"
and given a glimpse of its life below stairs. (But the housekeeper[34]
there is not in the least like my mother.) That is how I saw it in the
'eighties when the two surviving ladies, Miss Bullock (who took the
name of Fetherstonhaugh after her sister's death) and Miss Sutherland,
were very old ladies indeed. But in the late 'forties when my
mother came down from her costumes and mending and hair-dressing
to her lunch or tea or supper in the housekeeper's room, or
peeped, as I am sure she did at times from some upstairs window
towards the gardens, or beamed and curtseyed and set to partners in
the country dance, everyone was younger and the life seemed perhaps
more eventful. If it was not so gay and various as that now
vanished life below stairs in Ireland, it was bright enough.

My father, Joseph Wells, was the son of Joseph Wells, who was
head gardener to Lord de Lisle at Penshurst Place in Kent. My
father was one of several brothers and sisters, Charles Edward,
Henry, Edward, William, Lucy, Elizabeth and Hannah, and although
he bore his father's name, he was the youngest of the sons.
There were uncles and cousins in the district, so that I suppose the
family had been in Kent for at least some generations. My great-grandfather's
name was Edward; he had six children and forty
grandchildren, and the family is lost at last in a mangrove swamp of
Johns, Georges, Edwards, Toms, Williams, Harrys, Sarahs and
Lucys. The lack of originality at the Christenings is appalling. The
aunts and uncles were all as far as I can ascertain, of the upper-servants,
tenant-farmer class, except that one set of my father's first
cousins at Penshurst, bearing the surname of Duke, had developed
an industry for the making of cricket bats and balls, and were rather
more prosperous than the others.

My father grew up to gardening and cricket, and remained an
out-of-doors, open-air man to the day of his death. He became gardener
at Redleaf, nearby, to a Mr. Joseph Wells, who, in spite of the
identical name, was no sort of relation, and in the summer, directly
the day's work was over, my father would run, he told me once, a
mile and more at top speed to the pitch at Penshurst to snatch half
an hour of cricket before the twilight made the ball invisible. He
learnt to swim and to handle a muzzle-loading gun and so forth as[35]
country boys do, and his schooling gave him reading and writing
and "summing," so that he read whatever he could and kept his accounts
in a clear well-shaped handwriting; but what sort of school
imparted these rudiments I do not know.

Joseph Wells, of Redleaf, was an old gentleman with liberal and
æsthetic tastes, and he took rather a fancy to young Joseph. He talked
to him, encouraged him to read, and lent and gave him books on
botany and gardening. When the old man was ill he liked my father
to take his arm when he walked in the garden. My father made
definite efforts to improve himself. In our parlour when I was a
small boy in search of reading matter there was still the Young
Man's Companion in two volumes and various numbers of Orr's
Circles of the Science which he had acquired during this phase. He
had an aptitude for drawing. He drew and coloured pictures of
various breeds of apple and pear and suchlike fruits, and he sought
out and flattened and dried between sheets of blotting paper, a great
number of specimen plants.

Old Wells was interested in art, and one of his friends and a frequent
visitor at Redleaf was Sir Edwin Landseer, the "animal
painter," who could put human souls into almost every sort of animal
and who did those grave impassive lions at the base of the Nelson
monument in Trafalgar Square. My father served as artist's model
on several occasions, and for many years he was to be seen in the
National Gallery, peeping at a milkmaid in a picture called The
Maid and the Magpie. Behind him in the sunshine was Penshurst
Church. But afterwards the Landseers were all sent to the Tate Gallery
at Millbank and there a sudden flood damaged or destroyed
most of them and washed away that record of my father altogether.

I do not know what employment my father found after he left
Redleaf, which he did when his employer died, before he came to
Up Park and met my mother. I think there was some sort of job
as gardener or under-gardener at Crewe. In these days he was evidently
restless and uneasy about his outlook upon life. Unrest was
in the air. He talked of emigrating to America or Australia. I think
the friendliness of Joseph Wells of Redleaf had stirred up vague[36]
hopes and ambitions in him, and that he had been disappointed of a
"start in life" by the old man's death.

I wish I knew more than I do of my father's dreams and wishes
during those early years before he married. In his working everyday
world he, like my mother, was still very much in the tradition of the
eighteenth century when the nobility and gentry ruled everything
under God and the King, when common men knew nothing of the
possibility of new wealth, and when either Patronage or a Legacy
was the only conceivable way for them out of humdrum and rigid
limitation from the cradle to the grave. That system was crumbling
away; strange new things were undermining it, but to my mother
certainly it seemed an eternal system only to be ended at the Last
Trump, and I think it was solely in rare moments of illumination
and transparency that my father glimpsed its instability. He and his
Saddie walking soberly through the Up Park bracken on a free Sunday
afternoon, discussing their prospects, had little more suspicion
that their world of gentlemen's estates and carriage-folk and villages
and country houses and wayside inns and nice little shops and horse
ploughs and windmills and touching one's hat to one's betters,
would not endure for ever, than they had that their God in his
Heaven was under notice to quit.

But if such was the limitation of his serious talk in the daylight,
there could be other moods when he was alone. I had one hint of
that which was as good I think as a hundred explicit facts. Once
when I was somewhen in my twenties and he was over sixty; as I
was walking with him on the open downs out beyond Up Park, he
said casually: "When I was a young man of your age I used to come
out here and lie oh! half the night, just looking at the stars."

I hadn't thought of him before as a star-gazer. His words opened
a great gulf of unsuspected states of mind to me. I wanted him to
tell me more, but I did not want to bother him with a cross-examination.
I hesitated among a number of clumsy leading questions
that would tell me something more of the feelings of that vanished
young man of forty years ago who had suddenly reappeared
between us.[37]

"What for?" I ventured to ask rather lamely.

"Wondering."

I left it at that. One may be curious about one's father, but prying
is prohibited.

But if he could look out of this planet and wonder about the stars,
it may be he could also look out of his immediate circumstances and
apprehend their triviality by stellar standards. I do not think my
mother ever wondered about the stars. God our Father had put
them there "for his glory," and that sufficed for her. My father was
never at any time in his life, clear and set in that fashion.

My mother's diary is silent about the circumstances of her marriage.
There is no mention of any engagement. I cannot imagine
how it came about. She left Up Park to be with her mother who was
very seriously ill in the spring of 1853. My father visited the inn at
Midhurst, I should think as her fiancé, in the summer. He had left
Up Park and was on his way to stay with his brother, Charles Edward,
in Gloucestershire until he could find another place. Then
suddenly she was in a distressful storm. Her father was taken ill
unexpectedly and died in August, and her mother, already very ill,
died, after a phase of dementia due to grief and dismay, in November.
That happened on the 5th, and on the 22nd my mother was
married to my father (who was still out of a situation) in the City
of London at St. Stephen's Church, Coleman Street. He seems to
have been employed a little later as an under gardener at Trentham
in Staffordshire, and for a time they could live together only intermittently.
She visited him at Trentham, she does not say precisely
how; and they spent a Sunday she did not like in "the gardener's
cottage" at Crewe. "No church, nothing." She paid visits to relations
in between and felt "very unsettled."

I guess they were married on his initiative, but that is only guessing.
He may have thought it a fine thing to do. There is nothing like
extravagance when one is down. He may have had a flash of imperious
passion. But then one should go on in the same key, and that he
did not do. My mother may have felt the need of a man to combat
the lawyers whom she suspected of making away with her father's[38]
estate. If so, my father was very little good to her. Presently he got a
job and a cottage at Shuckburgh Park in the midlands. On April
5th, 1854, she is "very happy and busy preparing for my new home."
It was to be the happiest and most successful home she ever had,
poor little woman! In the diary my father becomes "dearest Joe" and
"my dear husband." Previously he had been "Joe" or "J. W." "The
Saturday laborious work I do not like, but still I am very happy in
my little home." And he did a little water-colour sketch which still
exists, of his small square cottage, and I suppose one does not sketch
a house unless one is reasonably happy in it. He kept this place at
Shuckburgh Park until a daughter had been born to him (in 1855)
and then he was at loose ends again.

There seems to have been no intimation of coming trouble until
it came. My mother's diary records: "July 17th 1855. Sir Francis gave
Joe warning to leave (trebly underlined). Oh what a sorrow! It
struck to my poor heart to look at my sweet babe and obliged to
leave my pretty home. May it please God to bless us with another
happy quiet home in His own Good Time."

But it did not please God to do anything of the sort at any time
any more.

I do not know why my father was unsuccessful as a gardener, but
I suspect a certain intractability of temper rather than incapacity. He
did not like to be told things and made to do things. He was impatient.
Before he married, I gather from an old letter from a friend
that has chanced to be preserved, he was talking of going to the gold
diggings in Australia, and again after he left the cottage at Shuckburgh
he was looking round for some way out of the galling subordinations
and uncertainties of "service." He thought again of emigrating;
this time to America, there were even two stout boxes made
for his belongings, and then his schemes for flight abroad, which
perhaps after all were rather half-hearted schemes, were frustrated
by the advent of my eldest brother, his second child.

Perhaps it was as well that he did not attempt pioneering in new
lands with my mother. She had been trained as a lady's maid and
not as a housewife and I do not think she had the mental flexibility[39]
to rise to new occasions. She was that sort of woman who is an incorrigibly
bad cook. By nature and upbringing alike she belonged to
that middle-class of dependents who occupied situations, performed
strictly defined duties, gave or failed to give satisfaction and had no
ideas at all outside that dependence. People of that quality "saved up
for a rainy day" but they were without the slightest trace of primary
productive or acquisitive ability. She was that in all innocence, but I
perceive that my father might well have had a more efficient help-mate
in the struggle for life as it went on in the individualistic nineteenth
century.

He was at any rate a producer, if only as a recalcitrant gardener,
but he shared her incapacity for getting and holding things. They
were both economic innocents made by and for a social order, a
scheme of things, that was falling to pieces all about them. And
looking for stability in a world that was already breaking away towards
adventure, they presently dropped into that dismal insanitary
hole I have already described, in which I was born, and from which
they were unable to escape for twenty-four dreary years.

Since it was difficult to find a situation as a gardener and still
more tiresome to keep it, since there was no shelter or help in the
world while one was out of work but the scanty hospitality of one's
family, the idea of becoming one's own master and getting a home
of one's own even on an uncertain income became a very alluring
one. An obliging cousin, George Wells, with a little unsuccessful
china and crockery shop in the High Street of Bromley, Kent,
offered it to my father on extremely reasonable terms. It was called
Atlas House because of a figure of Atlas bearing a lamp instead of
the world in the shop window. My father anticipated his inheritance
of a hundred pounds or so, bought this business and set up for himself.
He spent all his available savings and reserves, and my mother
with one infant in arms moved into 47 High Street, in time to bring
my eldest brother into the world there. And so they were caught.
From the outset this business did not "pay," and it "paid" less and
less. But they had now no means of getting out of it and going anywhere
else.[40]

"Took possession," says the diary on October 23rd 1855. On the
27th, "very unsettled. No furniture sufficient and no capital to do as
we ought. I fear we have done wrong." On November 7th she says,
"This seems a horrid business, no trade. How I wish I had taken
that situation with Lady Carrick!" "November 8th. No customers
all day. How sad to be deceived by one's relations. They have got
their money and we their old stock."

They both knew they were caught.

And being caught like this was to try these poor things out to the
utmost. It grew very plain that my father had neither imagination
nor sympathy for the woman's side of life. (Later on I was to betray
a similar deficiency.) He had been brought up in a country home
with mother and sisters, and the women folk saw to all the indoor
business. A man just didn't bother about it. He lived from the shop
outward and had by far the best of things; she became the entire
household staff, with two little children on her hands and, as the
diary shows quite plainly, in perpetual dread of further motherhood.
"Anxiety relieved," became her formula. There is a pathetic deterioration
in the diary, as infested, impossible, exhausting Atlas House
takes possession of her. There were no more descriptions of scenery
and fewer and fewer pious and sentimental reflections after the best
models. It becomes a record of dates and comings and goings, of
feeling ill, of the ill health of her children, growing up, she realized,
in unwholesome circumstances, of being left alone, of triter and
triter attempts to thank God for his many mercies. "J. W."—he is
"J. W." again now and henceforth—"playing cricket at Chislehurst."
"J. W. out all day." "J. W. in London." ...

"August 23rd, 1857. Church, morning, had a happy day. J. W.
went to church with me!!!"

"August 30th, 1857. Went to church. Mr. J. W. did not go all day,
did not feel quite so happy, how often I wish he was more serious."

"Dec. 1st, 1857. Joe resolved on going to New Zealand. Advertisement
of business to let or sold. 3rd. Please God to guide us whichever
way is for the best."

"Dec. 31st, '57. This year ends with extreme anxiety about the[41]
business. How I wish we had never taken it. How unsuited for us.
Not half a living and dear parents have all gone. Oh Heavenly
Father guide and direct me."

"Jan. 4th. J. W. put a second advertisement in."

"Jan. 6th. Had an answer to advertisement."

These advertisements came to nothing. A "letting notice in the
window" came to nothing. "Several enquiries but nothing." More
strenuous methods were needed and never adopted. Day follows day
in that diary and mostly they are unhappy days. And so it went on.
For twenty-four years of her life, and the first thirteen years of mine,
dingy old Atlas House kept her going up and down its wearisome
staircases in her indefatigable hopeless attempt to recover something
of the brightness of that little cottage at Shuckburgh.

My mother used to accuse my father of neglecting the shop for
cricket. But it was through that excellent sport as it was then, that
the little ménage contrived to hold out, with an occasional bankruptcy,
for so long before it was finally sold up. He was never really
interested in the crockery trade and sold little, I think, but jampots
and preserving jars to the gentlemen's houses round about, and occasional
bedroom sets and tea-sets, table glass and replacements. But
he developed his youthful ability to play cricket which he had kept
alive at Up Park, he revived the local club and was always getting
jobs of variable duration as a professional bowler and cricket instructor
in the neighbourhood. He played for the West Kent Club from
1857 to 1869 and bowled for the County of Kent in 1862 and 1863.
On June 26th, 1862, he clean bowled four Sussex batsmen in four
successive balls, a feat not hitherto recorded in county cricket. Moreover
his cousin John Duke at Penshurst, whom he had once got out
of danger when they were swimming together, let him have long
and considerate credit for a supply of cricket goods that ousted the
plates and dishes from half the shop window. Among the familiar
names of my childhood were the Hoares and the Normans, both
banking families with places near Bromley, for whom he bowled;
and for some years he went every summer term to Norwich Grammar
School as "pro."[42]

§ 4

Sarah Wells at Atlas House (1855-1880)

My Mother drudged endlessly in that gaunt and impossible home
and the years slipped by. Year after year she changed and the prim
little lady's-maid, with her simple faith and her definite views about
the Holy Sacrament, gave place to a tired woman more and more
perplexed by life. Twice more her habitual "anxiety" was not to be
relieved, and God was to incur her jaded and formal gratitude for
two more "dear ones." She feared us terribly before we came and
afterwards she loved and slaved for us intensely, beyond reason. She
was not clever at her job and I have to tell it; she sometimes did
badly by her children through lack of knowledge and flexibility, but
nothing could exceed the grit and devotion of her mothering. She
wore her fingers to the bone working at our clothes, and she had
acquired a fanatical belief in cod liver oil and insisted that we two
younger ones should have it at any cost; so that we escaped the vitamin
insufficiency that gave my elder brother a pigeon breast and
a retarded growth. No one knew about vitamin D in those days, but
cod liver oil had been prescribed for my sister Fanny and it had
worked magic with her.

My mother brought my brother Freddy into the world in 1862,
and had her great tragedy in 1864, when my sister died of appendicitis.
The nature of appendicitis was unknown in those days; it was
called "inflammation of the bowels"; my sister had been to a children's
tea party a day or so before her seizure, and my mother in her
distress at this sudden blow, leaped to the conclusion that Fanny had
been given something unsuitable to eat, and was never quite reconciled
to those neighbours, would not speak to them, forbade us to
mention them.

Fanny had evidently been a very bright, precocious and fragile
little girl, an indoor little girl, with a facility for prim piety that had
delighted my mother's heart. Such early goodness, says Dr. W. R.[43]
Ackroyd (in Vitamins and other Dietary Essentials) is generally a
sign of some diet deficiency, and that, I fear is how things were with
her. Quite healthy children are boisterous. She had learnt her "collect"
every Sunday, repeated many hymns by rote, said her prayers
beautifully, found her "place" in the prayer book at church, and
made many apt remarks for my mother to treasure in her heart. I
was born two years and more after her death, in 1866, and my
mother decided that I had been sent to replace Fanny and to achieve
a similar edification. But again Fate was mocking her. Little boys
are different in constitution from little girls, and even from the
outset I showed myself exceptionally deficient in the religious sense.
I was born blasphemous and protesting. Even at my christening, she
told me, I squalled with a vehemence unprecedented in the history
of the family.

And later she was to undermine her own teaching with cod liver oil.

My own beginnings were shaped so much as a system of reactions
to my mother's ideas and suggestions and feelings that I find some
attempt to realize her states of mind, during those twenty-five years
of enslavement behind the crockery shop, a necessary prelude to
my account of my own education. We had no servants; no nurse-maids
and governesses intervened between us; she carried me about
until I could be put down to trot after her and so I arose mentally,
quite as much as physically, out of her. It was a process of severance
and estrangement, for I was my father's as well as my mother's son.

I have tried to give an impression of the simple and confident
faith with which my mother sailed out into life. Vast unsuspected
forces beyond her ken were steadily destroying the social order, the
horse and sailing ship transport, the handicrafts and the tenant-farming
social order, to which all her beliefs were attuned and on
which all her confidence was based. To her these mighty changes in
human life presented themselves as a series of perplexing frustrations
and undeserved misfortunes, for which nothing or nobody was
clearly to blame—unless it was my father and the disingenuous behaviour
of people about her from whom she might have expected
better things.[44]

Bromley was being steadily suburbanized. An improved passenger
and goods service, and the opening of a second railway station, made
it more and more easy for people to go to London for their shopping
and for London retailers to come into competition with the
local traders. Presently the delivery vans of the early multiple shops,
the Army and Navy Co-operative Stores and the like, appeared in
the neighbourhood to suck away the ebbing vitality of the local retailer.
The trade in pickling jars and jam-pots died away. Fresh
housekeepers came to the gentlemen's houses, who knew not Joseph
and bought their stuff from the stores.

Why didn't Joe do something about it?

Poor little woman! How continually vexed she was, how constantly
tired and worried to the limits of endurance, during that
dismal half-lifetime of disillusionment that slipped away at Bromley!
She clung most desperately to the values she had learnt at Miss
Riley's finishing school; she learnt nothing and forgot nothing
through those dark years spent for the most part in the underground
kitchen. Every night and morning and sometimes during the day
she prayed to Our Father and Our Saviour for a little money, for a
little leisure, for a little kindness, to make Joe better and less negligent—for
now he was getting very neglectful of her. It was like
writing to an absconding debtor for all the answer she got.

Unless taking away her darling, her wonder, her one sweet and
tractable child, her Fanny, her little "Possy," without pity or warning
was an answer. A lesson. Fanny was well and happy and then
she was flushed and contorted with agony and then in three days
she was dead. My mother had to talk to her diary about it. Little
boys do not like lamenting mothers; Joe was apt to say, "There,
there, Saddie," and go off to his cricket; except for Our Lord and
Saviour, whose dumbness, I am afraid, wore the make-believe very
thin at times, my mother had to do her weeping alone.

It is my conviction that deep down in my mother's heart something
was broken when my sister died two years and more before
I was born. Her simple faith was cracked then and its reality spilled
away. I got only the forms and phrases of it. I do not think she[45]
ever admitted to herself, ever realized consciously, that there was no
consolation under heaven for the outrage Fate had done her. Our
Lord was dumb, even in dreams he came not, and her subconsciousness
apprehended all the dreadful implications of that silence. But
she fought down that devastating discovery. She went on repeating
the old phrases of belief—all the more urgently perhaps. She wanted
me to believe in order to stanch that dark undertow of doubt. In
the early days with my sister she had been able so to saturate her
teaching with confidence in the Divine Protection, that she had
created a prodigy of Early Piety. My heart she never touched because
the virtue had gone out of her.

I was indeed a prodigy of Early Impiety. I was scared by Hell, I
did not at first question the existence of Our Father, but no fear nor
terror could prevent my feeling that his All Seeing Eye was that
of an Old Sneak and that the Atonement for which I had to be so
grateful was either an imposture, a trick of sham self-immolation, or
a crazy nightmare. I felt the unsoundness of these things before I
dared to think it. There was a time when I believed in the story and
scheme of salvation, so far as I could understand it, just as there was
a time when I believed there was a Devil, but there was never a
time when I did not heartily detest the whole business.

I feared Hell dreadfully for some time. Hell was indeed good
enough to scare me and prevent me calling either of my brothers
fools, until I was eleven or twelve. But one night I had a dream of
Hell so preposterous that it blasted that undesirable resort out of
my mind for ever. In an old number of Chambers Journal I had
read of the punishment of breaking a man on the wheel. The horror
of it got into my dreams and there was Our Father in a particularly
malignant phase, busy basting a poor broken sinner rotating slowly
over a fire built under the wheel. I saw no Devil in the vision; my
mind in its simplicity went straight to the responsible fountain head.
That dream pursued me into the day time. Never had I hated God
so intensely.

And then suddenly the light broke through to me and I knew
this God was a lie.[46]

I have a sort of love for most living things, but I cannot recall
any time in my life when I had the faintest shadow of an intimation
of love for any one of the Persons in the Holy Trinity. I could
as soon love a field scarecrow as those patched up "persons." I am
still as unable to account for the ecstasies of the faithful as I was to
feel as my mother wished me to feel. I sensed it was a silly story
long before I dared to admit even to myself that it was a silly story.

For indeed it is a silly story and each generation nowadays swallows
it with greater difficulty. It is a jumble up of a miscellany of
the old sacrificial and consolatory religions of the confused and unhappy
townspeople of the early Empire; its constituent practices
were probably more soothing to troubled hearts before there was
any attempt to weld them into one mystical creed, and all the disingenuous
intelligence of generation after generation of time-serving
or well-meaning divines has served only to accentuate the fundamental
silliness of these synthesised Egyptian and Syrian myths. I
doubt if one person in a million of all the hosts of Christendom has
ever produced a spark of genuine gratitude for the Atonement. I
think "love" for the Triune God is as rare as it is unnatural and
irrational.

Why do people go on pretending about this Christianity? At the
test of war, disease, social injustice and every real human distress, it
fails—and leaves a cheated victim, as it abandoned my mother. Jesus
was some fine sort of man perhaps, the Jewish Messiah was a promise
of leadership, but Our Saviour of the Trinity is a dressed-up
inconsistent effigy of amiability, a monstrous hybrid of man and
infinity, making vague promises of helpful miracles for the cheating
of simple souls, an ever absent help in times of trouble.

And their Sacrament, their wonderful Sacrament, in which the
struggling Believers urge themselves to discover the profoundest
satisfaction; what is it? What does it amount to? Was there ever a
more unintelligible mix up of bad metaphysics and grossly materialistic
superstition than this God-eating? Was there anything more
corrupting to take into a human mind and be given cardinal importance
there?[47]

I once said a dreadful thing to my mother about the Sacrament.
In her attempts to evoke Early Piety in me, she worked very hard
indeed to teach me the answers in the English Church Catechism.
I learnt them dutifully but I found them dull. In one answer
(framed very carefully to guard me against the errors of the Church
of Rome) I had to say what were the elements in the sacred feast.
"Bread and Wine," it ran, "which our Lord hath ordained," etc., etc.

Bread and Wine seemed a strange foolish form of refreshment
to me, the only wines I knew were ginger wine at Christmas and
orange wine, which I took with cod liver oil, and port and sherry
which were offered with a cracknel biscuit to housekeepers who
came to pay bills, and so it occurred to me it would introduce an
amusing element of realism into the solemnity of the recital if I
answered "Bread and Butter" and chuckled helpfully....

My mother knew she had to be profoundly shocked. She was
shocked to the best of her ability. But she was much more puzzled
than shocked. The book was closed, the audition suspended.

She said I did not understand the dreadfulness of what I had said,
and that was perfectly true. And poor dear she could not convey it
to me. No doubt she interceded with God for me and asked him to
take over the task of enlightenment. "Forgive dear Bertie," she must
have said.

And anyhow it was made evident to me that a decorative revision
of the English Church Catechism was an undesirable enterprise. I
turned my attention to the more acceptable effort to say it faster
and faster.

My mother in my earliest memories of her was a distressed overworked
little woman, already in her late forties. All the hope and
confidence of her youth she had left behind her. As I knew her in
my childhood, she was engaged in a desperate single-handed battle
with our gaunt and dismal home, to keep it clean, to keep her children
clean, to get them clothed and fed and taught, to keep up
appearances. The only domestic help I ever knew her to have was
a garrulous old woman of the quality of Sairey Gamp, a certain
Betsy Finch.[48]

In opulent times Betsy would come in to char, and there would
even be a washing day, when the copper in the scullery was lit and
all the nether regions were filled with white steam and the smell
of soapsuds. My mother appears in these early memories, in old cloth
slippers, a grey stuff dress or a print dress according to the season,
an apron of sacking and a big pink sunbonnet—such as country-women
wore in Old and New England alike before the separation.
There was little sun in her life, but she wore that headdress, she
explained, to keep the dust out of her hair. She is struggling up or
down stairs with a dust-pan, a slop-pail, a scrubbing brush or a
greasy dishclout. Long before I came into the world her poor dear
hands had become enlarged and distorted by scrubbing and damp,
and I never knew them otherwise.

Her toil was unending. My father would get up and rake out and
lay and light the fire, because she was never clever at getting a fire
to burn, and then she would get breakfast while he took down the
clumsy shop shutters and swept out the shop. Then came the business
of hunting the boys out of bed, seeing that they did something
in the way of washing, giving them breakfast and sending them off
in time for school. Then airing and making the beds, emptying the
slops, washing up the breakfast things. Then perhaps a dusty battle
to clean out a room; there were no vacuum cleaners in those days;
or a turn at scrubbing—scrubbing the splintery rotten wood of a
jerry-built house. There was no O-Cedar mop, no polished floor;
down you went to it on all fours with your pail beside you. If Joe
was out delivering goods there might at any moment be a jangle of
the shop bell and a customer.

Customers bothered my mother, especially when she was in her
costume for housework; she would discard her apron in a hurry,
wipe her wet hands, pat her hair into order, come into the shop
breathless and defensive, and often my father had neglected to mark
the prices on the things the customer wanted. If it was cricket goods
she was quite at sea.

My father usually bought the meat for dinner himself, and that
had to be cooked and the table laid in the downstairs kitchen. Then[49]
came a clatter of returning boys through the shop and down the
staircase, and the midday meal. The room was dark and intermittently
darker because of the skirts and feet going by over the grating.
It wasn't always a successful meal. Sometimes there was not
much to eat; but there were always potatoes and there was too much
cabbage for my taste; and sometimes the cooking had been unfortunate
and my father Pished and Tushed or said disagreeable things
outright. My mother in those days was just the unpaid servant of
everybody. I in particular was often peevish with my food, and
frequently I would have headaches and bad bilious attacks in the
afternoon. We drank beer that was drawn from a small cask in the
scullery, and if it went a little flat before the cask was finished it
had to be drunk just the same. Presently father lit his pipe and filled
the kitchen air with the fragrance of Red Virginia, the boys dispersed
quarrelling or skylarking or rejoicing, and there was nothing
left to do of the first half, the heavier half, of my mother's daily
routine but wash up the plates at the sink.

Then she could attend to appearances. Instead of the charlady
ensemble of the morning, she changed herself into a trim little lady
with a cap and lace apron. Generally she sat indoors. Perforce if my
father was at cricket, but mainly because there was nothing to do
abroad and much to do at home. She had a large confused work-basket—when
I was small and exceptionally good it was sometimes
my privilege to turn it out—and she had all our clothes to mend.
She darned my heels and knees with immense stitches. In addition
she made all our clothes until such age as, under the pressure of our
schoolfellows' derision, we rebelled against something rather naïve
in the cut. Also she made loose covers for the chairs and sofa out
of cheap chintz or cretonne. She made them as she cooked and as
she made our clothes, with courage rather than skill. They fitted
very badly but at least they hid the terrible worn shabbiness of the
fundamental stuff. She got tea, she got supper, she put her offspring
to bed after they had said their prayers, and then she could sit a
little while, think, read the daily-paper, write a line or so in her
diary, attend to her correspondence, before she lit her candle and[50]
went up the inconvenient staircase for the last time to bed. My
father was generally out after supper, talking of men's affairs with
men or playing a friendly game of Nap, by which I believe, generally
speaking, he profited, in the bar parlour of the Bell.

I know very little about the realities of my father's life at this
time. Essentially he was a baffled unsuccessful "stuck" man, but he
had a light and cheerful disposition, and a large part of his waking
energy was spent in evading disagreeable realizations. He had a
kind of attractiveness for women, I think he was aware of it, but
I do not know whether he ever went further along the line of unfaithfulness
than a light flirtation—in Bromley at any rate. I should
certainly have learnt from my schoolfellows of any scandal or scandalous
suspicion. He chatted a great deal at the shop door to fellow
tradesmen in a similar state of leisure. The voices and occasional
laughter came through the shop to my mother alone within.

He read diversely, bought books at sales, brought them home
from the Library Institute. I think his original religious and political
beliefs were undergoing a slow gentle fading out in those days.
Evidently he found my mother, with her rigid standards and her
curiously stereotyped mind, less and less interesting to talk to. She
was never able to master the mysteries of cards or chess or draughts,
so that alleviation of their evenings was out of the question. He felt
her voluminous unspoken criticism of his ineptitude, he realized
the justice of her complaints, and yet for the life of him he could
not see what was to be done. I will confess I do not know what he
could have done.

My mother's instinct for appearances was very strong. Whatever
the realities of our situation, she was resolved that to the very last
moment we should keep up the appearance of being comfortable
members of that upper-servant tenant class to which her imagination
had been moulded. She believed that it was a secret to all the
world that she had no servant and did all the household drudgery
herself. I was enjoined never to answer questions about that or let
it out when I went abroad. Nor was I to take my coat off carelessly,
because my underclothing was never quite up to the promise of my[51]
exterior garments. It was never ragged but it abounded in compromises.
This hindered my playing games.

I was never to mix with common children, who might teach me
naughty words. The Hoptons, the greengrocer's family over the
way, were "rough" she thought; they were really turbulently jolly;
the Mundays next door were methodists who sang hymns out of
church which is almost as bad as singing songs in it, and the
Mowatts at the corner she firmly believed had killed poor Possy
and were not to be thought of. People who were not beneath us
were apt to be stuck-up and unapproachable in the other direction.
So my universe of discourse was limited. She preferred to have me
indoors rather than out.

She taught me the rudiments of learning. I learnt my alphabet
from a big sheet of capital letters pasted up in the kitchen, I learnt
the nine figures from the same sheet, and from her, orally, how to
count up to a hundred, and the first word I wrote was "butter,"
which I traced over her handwriting against a pane of the window.
Also I began to read under her instructions. But then she felt my
education was straining for higher things and I went off with my
brother Freddy (who was on no account to let go of my hand) to
a school in a room in a row of cottages near the Drill Hall, kept
by an unqualified old lady, Mrs. Knott, and her equally unqualified
daughter Miss Salmon, where I learnt to say my tables of weights
and measures, read words of two or more syllables and pretend to
do summing—it was incomprehensible fudging that was never explained
to me—on a slate.

Such was my mother in the days when I was a small boy. She
already had wrinkles round her eyes, and her mouth was drawn
in because she had lost some teeth, and having them replaced by
others would have seemed a wicked extravagance to her. I wonder
what went on in her brain when she sat alone in the evening by
the lamp and the dying fire, doing some last bit of sewing before
she went to bed? I began to wonder what went on in her brain
when I was in my early teens and I have wondered ever since.

I believe she was profoundly aware of her uncomfortable poverty-[52]stricken
circumstances, but I do not think she was acutely unhappy.
I believe that she took refuge from reality in a world of innocent
reverie. As she sewed, a string of petty agreeable fictions were distracting
her mind from unpleasant fears and anxieties. She was
meeting someone whom it was agreeable to meet; she was being
congratulated on this or that fancied achievement, dear Bertie was
coming home with prizes from school, dear Frankie or dear Freddie
was setting up in business and doing ever so well, or the postman
was coming with a letter, a registered letter. It was a letter to say
she had been left money, twenty-five pounds, fifty pounds—why not
a hundred pounds? All her own. The Married Woman's Property
Act ensured that Joe couldn't touch it. It was a triumph over Joe,
but all the same, she would buy him something out of it. Poor
Possy should have that gravestone at last. Mr. Morley's bill would
be paid.

Should she have a servant? Did she really want a servant—except
for what the neighbours thought? More trouble than they are worth
most of the time. A silly girl she would have to train—and with
boys about! And Joe?... The boys were good as gold, she knew,
but who could tell what might not happen if the girl chanced to
be a bad, silly girl? Better have in a serious woman, Betsy Finch for
example, more regularly. It would be nice not to have to scrub so
much. And to have new curtains in the parlour.... Doctor Beeby
coming in—just to look at Freddie's finger, nothing serious. "Dear
me, Mrs. Wells, dear me! How pretty you have made the room!" ...

Some such flow of fancy as that, it must have been.

Without reverie life would surely be unendurable to the greater
multitude of human beings. After all opium is merely a stimulant
for reverie. And reverie, I am sure, made the substance of her rare
leisure. Religion and love, except for her instinctive pride in her
boys, had receded imperceptibly from her life and left her dreaming.
Once she had dreamt of reciprocated love and a sedulously attentive
God, but there was indeed no more reassurance for her except in
dreamland. My father was away at cricket, and I think she realized
more and more acutely as the years dragged on without material[53]
alleviation, that Our Father and Our Lord, on whom, to begin with,
she had perhaps counted unduly, were also away—playing perhaps
at their own sort of cricket in some remote quarter of the starry
universe.

My mother was still a good Churchwoman, but I doubt if her
reveries in the lonely evenings at Atlas House ever went into the
hereafter and anticipated immortality. I doubt if she ever distracted
herself by dreaming of the scenery of the Life to Come, or of anything
that could happen there. Unless it was to have a vision of
meeting her lost little "Possy" again in some celestial garden, an
unchanged and eternal child, and hear her surprised bright cry of
"Mummy Mummy!" and hold her in her arms once more.

§ 5

A Broken Leg and Some Books and Pictures (1874)

My leg was broken for me when I was between seven and eight.
Probably I am alive to-day and writing this autobiography instead
of being a worn-out, dismissed and already dead shop assistant, because
my leg was broken. The agent of good fortune was "young
Sutton," the grown-up son of the landlord of the Bell. I was playing
outside the scoring tent in the cricket field and in all friendliness
he picked me up and tossed me in the air. "Whose little kid are
you?" he said, and I wriggled, he missed his hold on me and I
snapped my tibia across a tent peg. A great fuss of being carried
home; a painful setting—for they just set and strapped a broken leg
tightly between splints in those days, and the knee and ankle swelled
dreadfully—and then for some weeks I found myself enthroned on
the sofa in the parlour as the most important thing in the house,
consuming unheard-of jellies, fruits, brawn and chicken sent with
endless apologies on behalf of her son by Mrs. Sutton, and I could
demand and have a fair chance of getting anything that came into
my head, books, paper, pencils, and toys—and particularly books.

I had just taken to reading. I had just discovered the art of leaving[54]
my body to sit impassive in a crumpled up attitude in a chair or
sofa, while I wandered over the hills and far away in novel company
and new scenes. And now my father went round nearly every
day to the Literary Institute in Market Square and got one or two
books for me, and Mrs. Sutton sent some books, and there was always
a fresh book to read. My world began to expand very rapidly,
and when presently I could put my foot to the ground, the reading
habit had got me securely. Both my parents were doubtful of the
healthiness of reading, and did their best to discourage this poring
over books as soon as my leg was better.

I cannot recall now many of the titles of the books I read, I devoured
them so fast, and the title and the author's name in those
days seemed a mere inscription on the door to delay me in getting
down to business. There was a work, in two volumes, upon the
countries of the world, which I think must have been made of
bound up fortnightly parts. It was illustrated with woodcuts, the
photogravure had still to come in those days, and it took me to
Tibet, China, the Rocky Mountains, the forests of Brazil, Siam and
a score of other lands. I mingled with Indians and naked negroes;
I learnt about whaling and crossed the drift ice with Esquimaux.
There was Wood's Natural History, also copiously illustrated and
full of exciting and terrifying facts. I conceived a profound fear of
the gorilla, of which there was a fearsome picture, which came out
of the book at times after dark and followed me noiselessly about
the house. The half landing was a favourite lurking place for this
terror. I passed it whistling, but wary and then ran for my life up
the next flight. And I was glad to think that between the continental
land masses of the world, which would have afforded an unbroken
land passage for wolves from Russia and tigers from India, and this
safe island on which I took my daily walks, stretched the impassable
moat of the English Channel. I read too in another book about the
distances of the stars, and that seemed to push the All Seeing Eye
very agreeably away from me. Turning over the pages of the Natural
History, I perceived a curious relationship between cats and tigers
and lions and so forth, and to a lesser degree between them and[55]
hyenas and dogs and bears, and between them again and other
quadrupeds, and curious premonitions of evolution crept into my
thoughts. Also I read the life of the Duke of Wellington and about
the American Civil War, and began to fight campaigns and battles
in my reveries. At home were the works of Washington Irving and
I became strangely familiar with Granada and Columbus and the
Companions of Columbus. I do not remember that any story books
figured during this first phase of reading. Either I have forgotten
them or they did not come my way. Later on, however, Captain
Mayne Reid, Fenimore Cooper and the Wild West generally,
seized upon my imagination.

One important element in that first bout of reading was the
bound volumes of Punch and its rival in those days, Fun, which my
father renewed continually during my convalescence. The bound
periodicals with their political cartoons and their quaint details
played a curious part in developing my imaginative framework. My
ideas of political and international relations were moulded very
greatly by the big figures of John Bull and Uncle Sam, the French,
the Austrian, and the German and Russian emperors, the Russian
bear, the British lion and the Bengal tiger, Mr. Gladstone the noble,
and the insidious, smiling Dizzy. They confronted one another;
they said heroic, if occasionally quite incomprehensible things to
one another. And across the political scene also marched tall and
lovely feminine figures, Britannia, Erin, Columbia, La France, bare
armed, bare necked, showing beautiful bare bosoms, revealing shining
thighs, wearing garments that were a revelation in an age of
flounces and crinolines. My first consciousness of women, my first
stirrings of desire were roused by these heroic divinities. I became
woman-conscious from those days onward.

I do not wish to call in question the accounts the masters of
psycho-analysis give us of the awakening of sexual consciousness in
the children they have studied. But I believe that the children who
furnished material for the first psycho-analysts were the children of
people racially different, and different in their conceptions of permissible
caresses and endearments from my family. What they say[56]
may be true of Austrian Jews and Levantines and yet not true of
English or Irish. I cannot remember and I cannot trace any continuity
between my infantile physical reactions and my personal
sexual life. I believe that all the infantile sensuality of suckling and
so forth on which so much stress is laid, was never carried on into
the permanent mental fabric, was completely washed out in forgetfulness;
never coagulated into sub-conscious memories; it was as
though it had never been. I cannot detect any mother fixation, any
Oedipus complex or any of that stuff in my make up. My mother's
kisses were significant acts, expressions not caresses. As a small boy
I found no more sexual significance about my always decent and
seemly mother than I did about the chairs and sofa in our parlour.

It is quite possible that while there is a direct continuity of the
sexual subconsciousness from parent to child in the southern and
eastern Europeans, due to a sustained habit of caresses and intimacy,
the psycho-sexual processes of the northern and western Europeans
and Americans arise de novo in each generation after a complete
break with and forgetfulness of the mother-babe reaction, and so
are fundamentally different in their form and sequence. At any rate
I am convinced that my own sexual life began in a naïve direct
admiration for the lovely bodies, as they seemed, of those political
divinities of Tenniel's in Punch, and that my first inklings of desire
were roused by them and by the plaster casts of Greek statuary that
adorned the Crystal Palace. I do not think there was any sub-conscious
contribution from preceding events to that response; my
mind was inherently ready for it. My mother had instilled in me
the impropriety of not wearing clothes, so that my first attraction
towards Venus was shamefaced and furtive, but the dear woman
never suspected the stimulating influence of Britannia, Erin, Columbia
and the rest of them upon my awakening susceptibilities.

It is true that I worshipped them at first in a quasi infantile
fashion, but that does not imply continuity of experience. When I
went to bed I used to pillow my head on their great arms and
breasts. Gradually they ceased to be gigantic. They took me in their
arms and I embraced them, but nevertheless I remained fundamentally[57]
ignorant and innocent until I went to school after my
accident. I found women lovely and worshipful before I was seven
years old, and well before I came down to what we call nowadays
the "facts of sex." But now that my interest was aroused I became
acutely observant of a print or a statuette in a shop window. I do
not think my interest at that time was purely hetero-sexual. My
world was so clothed and covered up, and the rules of decency were
so established in me, that any revelation of the body was an exciting
thing.

Now that I had arrived at knickerbockers and the reading of
books, I was sent to a little private school in the High Street, Bromley,
for boys between seven and fifteen, and from my schoolmates
I speedily learnt in the grossest way, imparted with guffaws and
gestures, "the facts of sex," and all those rude words that express
them, from which my mother had hitherto shielded me.

None of these boys came from bookish homes so that I had from
the outset a queer relative wideness of outlook. I knew all sorts of
things about lands and beasts and times of which they had never
heard. And I had developed a facility for drawing, which in them
was altogether dormant. So that I passed for an exceptionally bright
and clever little boy and the schoolmaster would invoke "Young
Seven Years Old," to shame the obtuseness of my elders. They were
decent enough not to visit it upon me. Among boys from more
literate homes I should have had none of these outstanding advantages,
but I took them naturally enough as an intrinsic superiority,
and they made me rather exceptionally self-conceited and confident.

The clash of these gross revelations about the apparatus of sex
with my secret admiration for the bodily beauty of women, and
with this personal conceit of mine, determined to a large extent my
mental and perhaps my physical development. It imposed a reserve
upon me that checked a native outspokenness. That a certain
amount of masturbation is a normal element in the emergence of
sexual consciousness was in those days almost passionately concealed
by the English-speaking world. Yet probably no normal individual
altogether escapes that response to the stir of approaching adolescence.[58]
To my generation it was allowed to come as a horrifying,
astounding, perplexing individual discovery. Without guidance and
recognition, and black with shame, it ran inevitably into a variety
of unwholesome channels. Upon many boys and girls it became
localized in the parts more immediately affected and exercised an
overwhelming fascination. The school had its exhibitionist and ran
with a dirty whispered and giggling undertow. Among the boarders,
many of whom slept two in a bed, there was certainly much simple
substitutional homosexuality. Personally I recoiled, even more than
I cared to show, from mere phallicism. I did not so much begin
masturbation as have it happen to me as a natural outcome of my
drowsy clasping of my goddesses. I had so to speak a one-sided love
affair with the bedding.

I never told a soul about it because I was ashamed and feared
ridicule or indignant reproof. Very early I got hold of the idea, I
do not know how, that Venus could drain away my energy, and
this kept my lapses from ideal "purity" within very definite bounds
indeed. There was also a certain amount of superstitious terror to
restrain me. Maybe this was that sin against the Holy Ghost that
could never be forgiven, that damned inevitably. That worried a
brother of mine more than it did me, but I think it worried me also.
I was eleven or twelve years old before religion began to fall to
pieces in my consciousness.

So at the age of seven (and, to be exact, three quarters), when I
went up the High Street to Morley's school for the first time, a
rather white-faced little boy in a holland pinafore and carrying a
small green baize satchel for my books, I had already between me
and my bleak Protestant God, a wide wide world of snowy mountains,
Arctic regions, tropical forests, prairies and deserts and high
seas, cities and armies, Indians, negroes and island savages, gorillas,
great carnivores, elephants, rhinoceroses and whales, about which I
was prepared to talk freely, and cool and strange below it all a
cavernous world of nameless goddess mistresses of which I never
breathed a word to any human being.[59]
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SCHOOLBOY

§ 1

Mr. Morley's Commercial Academy (1874-1880)

This march up the High Street to Mr. Thomas Morley's Academy
begins a new phase in the story of the brain that J. W. and his
Saddie had launched into the world. Bromley Academy was a school
in the ancient tradition, but the culmination of my schooling was
to occur in the most modern and advanced of colleges then in
existence, the science schools at South Kensington. It was a queer
discontinuous series of educational processes through which my
brain was passed, very characteristic of the continual dislocations
of that time.

The germinating forces of that Modern World-State which is now
struggling into ordered being, were already thrusting destructively
amidst the comparative stabilities of the old eighteenth century
order before I was born. There was already a railway station on the
Dover line and this was supplemented, when I was about twelve
years old, by a second line branching off from the Chislehurst line
at Grove Park. The place which had been hardly more than a few
big houses, a little old market place and a straggling High Street
upon the high road, with two coaching inns and a superabundance
of small "pull-up" beerhouses, was stimulated to a vigorous growth
in population. Steadily London drew it closer and suburbanized it.
No one foresaw its growth except a few speculative jerry-builders;
no one in the world prepared for even the most obvious consequences
of that growth. Shops and dwellings of the type of my[60]
home were "run up" anyhow. Slum conditions appeared almost at
once in courts and muddy by-ways. Yet all around were open fields
and common land, Bromley Common, Chislehurst Common, great
parks like Sundridge Park and Camden, and to the south the wide
heathery spaces about Keston Fish Ponds and Down.

The new order of things that was appearing in the world when
I was born, was already arousing a consciousness of the need for
universal elementary education. It was being realized by the ruling
classes that a nation with a lower stratum of illiterates would compete
at a disadvantage against the foreigner. A condition of things
in which everyone would read and write and do sums, dawned on
the startled imagination of mankind. The British and the National
Schools, which had existed for half a century in order to make little
Nonconformists and little Churchmen, were organized into a state
system under the Elementary Education Act of 1871 and supplemented
by Board Schools (designed to make little Unsectarian
Christians). Bromley was served by a National School. That was
all that the district possessed in the way of public education. It was
the mere foundation of an education. It saw to the children up to
the age of thirteen or even fourteen, and no further. Beyond that
the locality had no public provision for technical education or the
development of artistic or scientific ability whatever. Even that
much of general education had been achieved against considerable
resistance. There was a strong objection in those days to the use of
public funds for the education of "other people's children," and
school pennies were exacted weekly from the offspring of everyone
not legally indigent.

But side by side with that nineteenth-century National School
under the Education Act, the old eighteenth-century order was still
carrying on in Bromley, just as it was still carrying on in my
mother's mind. In the eighteenth century the lower classes did not
pretend to read or write, but the members of the tenant-farmer,
shopkeeper, innkeeper, upper servant stratum, which was then, relatively
to the labourers, a larger part of the community, either availed
themselves of the smaller endowed schools which came down from[61]
the mental stir of the Reformation, or, in the absence of any such
school in their neighbourhood, supported little private schools of
their own. These private schools were struggling along amidst the
general dissolution, shuffling and reconstruction of society that was
already manifest in the middle nineteenth century, and the Academy
of Mr. Thomas Morley was a fairly well preserved specimen,
only slightly modernized, of the departing order of things.

He had opened school for himself in 1849, having previously filled
the post of usher at an old-established school that closed down in
that year. He was Scotch and not of eminent academic attainments;
his first prospectus laid stress on "writing in both plain and ornamental
style, Arithmetic logically, and History with special reference
to Ancient Egypt." Ancient Egypt and indeed most of the
History except lists of dates, pedigrees and enactments, had dropped
from the school outlook long before I joined it, for even Bromley
Academy moved a little with the times, but there was still great
stress on copperplate flourishes, long addition sums and book-keeping.
Morley was a bald portly spectacled man with a strawberry
nose and ginger-grey whiskers, who considered it due to himself
and us to wear a top hat, an ample frock-coat, and a white tie, and
to carry himself with invariable dignity and make a frequent use
of "Sir." Except for a certain assistance with the little ones from
Mrs. Morley, a stout ringleted lady in black silk and a gold chain,
he ran the school alone. It was a single room built out over a scullery;
there were desks round the walls and two, of six places each,
in the centre, with a stove between which warmed the place in
winter. His bedroom window opened upon the schoolroom, and
beneath it, in the corner of the room, was his desk, the great ink
bottle from which the ink-wells were replenished, the pile of slates
and the incessant cane, with which he administered justice, either
in spasmodic descents upon our backs and hindquarters, or after
formal accusations, by smacks across the palm of the hand. He also
hit us with his hands anywhere, and with books, rulers and anything
else that came handy, and his invective and derision were
terrific. Also we were made to stand on the rickety forms and hold[62]
out books and slates until our arms ached. And in this way he urged
us—I suppose our numbers varied from twenty-five to thirty-five—along
the path of learning that led in the more successful instances
to the examinations, conducted by an association of private schoolmasters,
for their mutual reassurance, known as the College of Preceptors,
(with special certificates for book-keeping) and then to
jobs as clerks.

About half the boys were boarders drawn from London public
houses or other homes unsuitable for growing youth. There were a
few day-boarders from outlying farms, who took their dinner in
the house. The rest were sons of poorish middle-class people in the
town. We assembled at nine and went on to twelve and again from
two to five, and between these hours, except when the windows
were open in warm weather, the atmosphere grew steadily more
fœtid and our mental operations more sluggish and confused.

It is very difficult to give any facts about this dominie and his
Academy which do not carry with them a quality of Dickens-like
caricature. He ranted at us from his desk in the quaintest fashion;
he took violent dislikes and betrayed irrational preferences; the educational
tradition from which he arose and which is so manifest in
that first prospectus already quoted, was in the same world with
Miss Riley's school at Chichester which did so much to shape my
mother; it was antiquated, pretentious, superficial and meagre; and
yet there was something good about old Morley and something
good for me. I have an impression that with a certain honesty he
was struggling out of that tradition and trying to make something
of us. That "College of Preceptors" was not only a confederation of
private schools to keep up appearances; it was a mutual improvement
society, it was a voluntary modernizing movement. It ran
lectures on educational method and devised examinations for teaching
diplomas. Morley had learnt a lot between his start in 1849 and
the days when I was his pupil. He had become an Associate, and
then a Licentiate of this self-constituted college, by examination, and
each examination had involved a paper or so on teaching method.
I believe his teaching, such as it was, was better than that of the[63]
crudely trained mechanical grant earners of the contemporary National
School which was the only local alternative, and that my
mother's instinct was a sound one in sending us all to this antiquated
middle-class establishment.

Yet if I describe a day's work in that dusty, dingy, ill-ventilated
schoolroom, there will not be a qualified teacher in the world beneath
the age of fifty who will not consider it frightful. A lifetime
ago it would have seemed perfectly normal schooling.

Few people realize the immense changes that the organization
and mechanism of popular teaching have undergone in the past
century. They have changed more than housing or transport. Before
that dawn of a new way of life, began that slow reluctant dawn in
which we are still living, the vast majority of people throughout
the world had no schooling at all, and of the educated minority,
literate rather than educated, by far the larger proportion—in India
and China and Arabia quite as much as in Europe—did their learning
in some such makeshift place as this outbuilding of Morley's,
in the purlieus of a mosque, for example, under a tree in India or
beneath an Irish hedge, as members of a bunch of twenty or so ill-assorted
pupils of all ages and sizes and often of both sexes, between
six and sixteen. Schools large enough to classify were the exception,
and there were rarely more than one or two teachers. Specially built
school houses were almost unknown. A room designed and equipped
for teaching and containing a manageable class of youngsters in the
same phase of development, is comparatively a new thing in human
experience, even for the young of the privileged orders. And necessarily
under these old conditions teaching had to be intermittent because
the teacher's mind could not confront all that diversity of
reaction between childishness and adolescence at the same time;
necessarily he had to contrive exercises and activities to keep this
group and that quiet while he expounded to another. He was like
some very ordinary chess player who had undertaken to play thirty
games of chess simultaneously. He was an unqualified mental obstetrician
doing his work wholesale. Necessarily the phases and
quality of his teaching depended on his moods. At times Morley[64]
was really trying to get something over to us; at others he was
digesting, or failing to digest, his midday meal; he was in a phase
of accidie; he was suffering from worry or grievance; he was amazed
at life and revolted by his dependence upon us; he felt the world
was rushing past him; he had got up late and omitted to shave and
was struggling with an overwhelming desire to leave us all and
repair the omission.

So the primary impressions left upon my brain by that Academy
are not impressions of competent elucidation and guidance, of a
universe being made plain to me or of skills being acquired and
elaborated, but of the moods of Mr. Thomas Morley and their consequences.
At times his attention was altogether distracted; he was
remote upon his throne in the corner, as aloof almost as my mother's
God, and then we would relax from the tasks or exercises he had set
us and indulge in furtive but strenuous activities of our own. We
would talk and tell each other stories—I had a mind suitably
equipped by my reading for boyish saga telling and would go on
interminably—draw on our slates, play marbles, noughts and crosses
and suchlike games, turn out our pockets, swap things, indulge in
pinching and punching matches, eat sweets, read penny dreadfuls,
do anything, indeed, but the work in hand. Sometimes it would be
whispered in the drowsy digestive first hour of the afternoon, "Old
Tommy's asleep," and we would watch him sink slowly and beautifully
down and down into slumber, terminated by a snore and a
start. If at last he got off completely, spectacles askew over his
folded arms, a kind of silent wildness would come upon us. We
would stand up to make fantastic, insulting and obscene gestures,
leave our places to creep noiselessly as far as we dared. He would
awaken abruptly, conscience awake also, inflict sudden punishment
on some belated adventurer; and then would come a strenuous hour
of driving work.

Sometimes he would leave us altogether upon his private occasions.
Then it was our bounden duty to kick up all the row we
could, to get out of our places and wrestle, to "go for" enemies, to
produce the secreted catapult or pea-shooter, to pelt with chewed[65]
paper and books. I can taste the dust and recall the din as I write
of it. In the midst of the uproar the blind of the bedroom window
would be raised, silently, swiftly. Morley, razor in hand and his
face covered with soapsuds, would be discovered glaring at us
through the glass, marking down sinners for punishment, a terrifying
visage. Up would go the window. "You HOUNDS! You Miserable
Hounds!" Judgments followed.

The spells of intensive teaching came irregularly, except for Friday
afternoon, which was consecrated invariably to the breathless
pursuit of arithmetic. There were also whole afternoons of "book-keeping
by double entry" upon sheets of paper, when we pursued
imaginary goods and cash payments with pen and ruler and even
red ink, to a final Profit and Loss Account and a Balance Sheet. We
wrote in copybooks and he came, peering and directing, over our
shoulders. There was only one way in which a pen might be held; it
was a matter of supreme importance; there was only one angle at
which writing might slope. I was disposed to be unorthodox in this
respect, and my knuckles suffered.

The production of good clerks (with special certificates for book-keeping)
was certainly one of the objectives of Mr. Thomas Morley's
life. The safety, comfort and dignity of Mr. and Mrs. Thomas
Morley and Miss Morley were no doubt a constant preoccupation.
But also there was interest in wider and more fundamental things.
There was a sense in him that some things were righter than others,
a disposition to assert as much, and a real desire for things to be
done well. His studies for the diplomas of A.C.P. and L.C.P. (Associate
and Licentiate of the College of Preceptors), low though the
requirements were, absurdly low by our present standards, had
awakened him to the pleasures of certain mental exercises; a mathematical
problem, a logical demonstration. When he found that I
could be interested by the grammatical analysis of a complicated
sentence or the solution of some elementary mathematical problem,
he took a liking to me and showed me much more attention
than he gave to the more obdurate material he had to deal with,
minds stirred to a high level of evasion and resistance by his clumsy,[66]
medieval, impatient and aggressive methods of approach. He never
gave me a nickname and never singled me out for an abusive tirade.

When I left his school at the age of thirteen (bracketed with a
fellow pupil first in all England for book-keeping, so far, that is to
say, as England was covered by the College of Preceptors), whatever
else I had missed, I had certainly acquired the ability to use English
with some precision and delicacy, even if the accent was a Cockney
one, and I had quite as good a mathematical apparatus as most boys
of the same age get at a public school nowadays. I had read about
as much of Euclid as it was customary to read, made a fair start
with trigonometry and was on the verge of the calculus. But most
of the other stuff I got was bad. Old Tommy taught French out of
a crammer's textbook, and, in spite of the fact that he had on several
occasions visited Boulogne, he was quite unable to talk in that elusive
tongue; so I learnt hardly anything about it except its conjugations
and long lists of "exceptions," so useful in written examinations
and so unimportant in ordinary life. He crippled my French for
life. He made me vowel-shy in every language.

I do not think he read much. He was not generally curious. My
reading habit I developed at home and do not recall that Morley
ever directed my attention to any book, unless it was some cheap
school textbook used in my work. But at times he would get excited
by his morning paper and then we would have a discourse on the
geography of the North West Frontier with an appeal to a decaying
yellow map of Asia that hung on the wall, or we would follow the
search for Livingstone by Stanley in Darkest Africa. He had traces
of early Radicalism and a Republican turn of mind; he would discourse
upon the extravagant Parliamentary grants made in those
days to the various members of the Royal Family when they married,
and about the unnecessary costliness of the army and navy. He
believed that Mr. Gladstone really stood for "Peace, Retrenchment
and Reform." All sorts of Radical principles may have filtered into
my receptive mind from these obiter dicta.

Geoffrey West, in the exact and careful biography he wrote of me
some years ago, is unjust to this old-world pedagogue because he[67]
measures him by his own twentieth-century standards with only the
later nineteenth century as a background. Against the eighteenth-century
background from which he derived, Thomas Morley was by
no means so contemptible. West says he favoured a few willing boys
with his instructions and let the rest drift. But that happened in all
the schools; it was an inevitable aspect of those small miscellaneous
schools with single untrained teachers. To-day every teacher still
"favours" the willing boy. That sort of favouritism will go on to
the end of time. That old gentleman (A.C.P., L.C.P.) walking with
a portly gravity that was all his own, hands clasped behind his
back, at the tail of the crocodile of ill-assorted undrilled boys, steering
them to the best of his ability into the future, taking them to
church or for a walk or to the cricket field, is by no means such a
dismal memory of inefficiency as West suggests. Bromley Academy
had very little of the baseness which pervaded Dotheboys Hall.

But Geoffrey West, in that same book, called my attention to an
interesting resemblance between Morley's school and the school of
Charles Dickens, a third of a century earlier, of which I should
otherwise be ignorant. There was a continual bickering between us
and the boys of the National School, bickering which rose occasionally
to the level of a pitched battle with staves and sticks upon
Martin's Hill, at that time a waste and now a trim recreation
ground. For some unknown reason we were called "Morley's Bull
Dogs" and the elementary school boys were called, by us at any
rate, "Bromley Water Rats" and "Cads." Now the Dickens parallel
was "Baker's Bull Dogs" and "Troy Town Rats." Evidently this
hostility between the boys of the old type of private schools and
those of the new denominational schools, was of long standing, and
widespread and almost stereotyped in its expression.

Geoffrey West thinks the antagonism was "snobbish," but that
is a loose word to use for a very interesting conflict of divergent
ideas and social tendencies. He probably considers the National
Schools were "democratic" schools, like the common schools of the
United States, "all class" schools, but that is a mistaken view. In
spirit, form and intention they were inferior schools, and to send[68]
one's children to them in those days, as my mother understood perfectly
well, was a definite and final acceptance of social inferiority.
The Education Act of 1871 was not an Act for a common universal
education, it was an Act to educate the lower classes for employment
on lower-class lines, and with specially trained, inferior teachers
who had no university quality. If Tommy Morley could not
sport a university gown and hood, he could at least claim to wear
a gown and hood as an L.C.P. (by royal charter), that was indistinguishable
to the common eye from the real thing. He had all the
dignity, if little of the substance, of scholarship. The more ancient
middle-class schools, whatever their faults, were saturated with the
spirit of individual self-reliance and individual dignity, with an idea,
however pretentious, of standards "a little above the common," with
a feeling (however vulgarized, debased and under-nourished) of
Noblesse oblige. Certain things we could not do and certain things
were expected of us because of our class. Most of the bickering of
Morley's Bull Dogs was done against odds, and on the whole we
held our own. I think it was a very lucky thing for me personally
that I acquired this much class feeling.

I have never believed in the superiority of the inferior. My want
of enthusiasm for the Proletarian ideal goes back to the Battle of
Martin's Hill. If I was in almost unconcealed revolt against my
mother's deferential attitude to royalty and our social superiors, it
was because my resentful heart claimed at least an initial equality
with every human being; but it was equality of position and opportunity
I was after, and not equality of respect or reward; I certainly
had no disposition to sacrifice my conceit of being made of better
stuff, intrinsically and inherently, than most other human beings,
by any self-identification with people who frankly took the defeated
attitude. I thought the top of the form better than the bottom of the
form, and the boy who qualified better than the boy who failed to
qualify. I am not going to argue at this point whether such a state
of mind is desirable or creditable to anyone; my biographical duty
is to record that so it was with me. So far as the masses went I was[69]
entirely of my mother's way of thinking; I was middle-class,—"petty
bourgeois" as the Marxists have it.
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