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BEFORE THE WAR

























INTRODUCTORY


THE TRAVELLER





I AM not in any sense the perfect traveller. It would, indeed, be difficult to find anybody with fewer qualifications than I have for the part. To begin with, the actual transport as it is performed in civilised countries is to me a test of endurance. If I go by train I am likely to be sick, and if I go by boat I am certain to be sick. The more luxurious the journey, the greater my discomfort, for the vibration and the stuffy atmosphere that cause it are accentuated in luxury travel. That is why the only journey I ever really enjoyed was made in a post-war Russian train, in which I passed nine days on the way from Buzuluk to Moscow, a journey that in normal times would have taken about forty-eight hours. But I admit that the object of most people in taking a journey is to arrive; and a train that stands still, sometimes in the same station for days and nights together, held up by snow-storms or the unsettled condition of the country, is not the kind of train that the perfect traveller would call a train at all, in spite of the undoubted advantages to a traveller like myself of being able to read or play chess as comfortably as in an arm-chair at home. I have no doubt that I was the only occupant of that lengthy train—it must have been an eighth of a mile long, at least—who was not unduly disturbed when one of the engines that came to pull us out of our difficulties at a wayside station proved quite inadequate for the purpose. It was a beautiful engine, too, all painted in gay blues and reds and greens, with a portrait of Lenin on one side and a portrait of Trotsky on the other, and bearing the legend in various languages—“Workers of the world, unite.” But it would not go, and we had to wait another twenty-four hours before another engine, made of plain iron and steel, arrived in the middle of the night and suddenly started the train with a leap forward without a note of warning, which was disconcerting, though pleasing to all who, unlike myself, preferred a train that moved.


Then, too, I am baffled by the technique of travel. The thought of selecting suit-cases and deciding what to pack in them paralyses my mental processes beforehand, almost to the point of obliterating the object of my journey; and an elaborate time-table finds me as helpless as any Victorian female. I have never been able to master the algebraic symbols that distinguish between trains that run on Saturday or do not run on Saturday, between trains with restaurant-cars and trains with sleeping-cars and trains without any cars at all, nor discovered what to do next when the train I have laboriously pursued down a column of figures stops dead just before it reaches the station of my desire. On the journey, if it is possible for anybody to be overlooked when the dining-car attendant announces a meal, I am sure to be that unique passenger; and at the customs I rarely secure attention until everybody else’s luggage has been examined and the guard is blowing a horn. If psychological tests were applicable to the vocation of travelling, I should fail in every one and be classified as suitable only for home life—under supervision.


And yet, whenever I see a chance to travel, I travel. As far back as memory will reach, to the days when one did not call it travelling but just “going away,” a peculiar glow has stolen over me at the first mention of a possible journey, at the thought of breaking away from dull routine and starting out into the unknown—even into the known, when this meant a destination from which glamour never faded, such as the seaside in June. To-day, although it involves physical suffering on the way and looking my very worst on arrival, though it forces me to make hated decisions about trifles that ought not to upset one’s sense of proportion but invariably do, so that a passport seems more important than the countries of which it makes one free—though it means all this and more under the most favourable conditions, and I have not always travelled under the most favourable conditions, I know that inevitably, as soon as an opportunity for travel occurs, I shall go to grasp it with both hands. Like intense physical pain that is forgotten as soon as the moment of anguish passes, the miseries that (for me) are inseparable from long journeys are forgotten as soon as the end is reached, and only the glory remains.


The truth is, if you are a sufficiently bad traveller, you become a good one. A wholesome knowledge of one’s defects goes a long way towards turning defects into qualities. There is, therefore, something to be said for another of my disabilities, a total lack of the sense of direction, which I have never regarded as an insurmountable barrier to finding my way about since an Australian poet I met at a party in St. John’s Wood, in the ’nineties, insisted on guiding me home to my flat in Fulham by the stars. This may be a good way of finding the way home in the Australian bush; but in St. John’s Wood, unless you are prepared to leap like a kangaroo across canals and railways and public parks, a good memory for street names and ’bus routes is a more useful possession than a sense of direction. And he was not a particularly interesting poet. But even apart from this discouraging experience, I have always felt that a sense of adventure is far more desirable in a traveller than a sense of direction; and, to cultivate this, he should not be hampered by attaching too much importance to arriving at the actual place he is looking for. It adds to the surprises even of everyday life to come upon St. Paul’s Cathedral when one has been innocently aiming at the Albert Hall: one can always go to the Albert Hall another day, perhaps when one is aiming at St. Paul’s Cathedral. The perfect traveller’s inability to go out of his way b mistake deprives him of at least one traveller’s joy.


I have known the perfect traveller to become a perfect nuisance through an excess of perfection. I once went to Paris for a holiday with a friend, who had such a marvellous knack of finding her way about that after a few days’ submission to her guidance I had visited nearly every quarter of the town. This result was accidental, however, and arose from her prejudice against asking the way because of her natural gift for finding it unaided. It was only when our time became limited, and I had begun to suspect that it was possible to walk from the Palais Royal to the Place de la Concorde without crossing the Seine three times, that I firmly adopted my usual ignorant course of buying a map and of asking my way when the map failed. After that, owing to my inability to find my way by the stars, we found our way about Paris quite quickly and successfully. Besides, my method has the additional advantage of bringing out excellent qualities in the kind foreigner, who, seeing my inadequacy in regard to the points of the compass, is always ready to be helpful. You will not find foreigners nearly so ready to make friends with the kind of traveller who never forgets that East is East.


The list of my defects as a traveller would not be complete without a mention of what may be thought the most serious of them all. The perfect traveller has, of course, a splendid courage ready for all emergencies, and is daunted by no peril on sea or land. History and biography teem with instances of this desirable quality in the equipment of the true adventurer. Only my experience that even want of courage can be transmuted on occasion, with a kind of shameful ingenuity, into what has a false appearance of bravery makes it possible to confess that there is scarcely any sort of fear to which I am not vulnerable, except perhaps the fear of shipwreck, which becomes without much effort on my part a longing for the calamity to occur.


In common I believe with many cowards, I have a greater fear than fear, and that is the fear of being found out. In order to avoid this disgrace, I have been sometimes compelled to take risks that the habitually brave person can afford to evade on the grounds of prudence. To be so brave that you can sometimes with honour run away—well, this may not be magnificent, but it is real courage. It is, however, a spiritual luxury denied to the coward who is afraid at all times.


I do not mean by this that I have never run away, only that I have acquired some skill in taking measures to conceal my fears which I hope were not detected at the time; for fear is a terribly infectious thing, and the less one propagates it, the better for humanity at large, as well as for one’s personal vanity. The best to be said for it is that it frees the person who is afraid from some of the defects of the swashbuckler. The coward does not often rush needlessly into danger, unless by accident, as I did once during the troubles in Ireland, when, in my excessive caution, I tried to circumvent a band of Black-and-Tans in Cork, and, confusing as usual the points of the compass, ran slap into them round the next corner. Here, however, want of rashness stood me in good stead, for even these riotous and temporary-gentlemen saw no prospect of amusement in molesting someone so inept in appearance as the shrinking creature who confronted them. It is sometimes a good thing to be rooted to the spot through fear; if I had been brave enough to run away or to defy them, their suspicions might have been aroused, and the list of names and addresses that a search of my shoes would have placed in their hands might have brought disaster to many.


This reminds me of what Susan Lawrence once said to me on this very subject. She had just returned from a (literally) flying visit, during a Parliamentary recess, to one of the Near Eastern countries in its usual state of revolt, where, quite alone and without knowing any of the languages in use, she had gone about in what seemed to me a most fearless manner. But—“Oh, no!” said Susan. “The one person who can go anywhere and do anything without exciting comment is the English spinster. You go into a café and order tea—in English. It is probably a café that no foreigner, least of all a woman, usually enters, and where tea is never served. But they stare at you, shrug their shoulders, and say ‘The English Miss! Mad, no doubt!’ or something to that effect. They fetch an interpreter, you get your tea, you are left undisturbed to overhear their conversation, or as much, if any, as you can gather of it. The worst that can happen to you is that the British Consul conducts you to the frontier; that is a bore, but you’ve probably seen all you want to by that time, and anyhow, it is worth the risk.”


Susan Lawrence may be saying what she believes to be true when she disclaims the possession of courage; but I do not believe this. I always find it difficult to believe that other people are lacking in the qualities I do not possess myself. But she is right about the English spinster. Whether this was formerly true or not, the unmarried Englishwoman of to-day, especially if she is what the French call “l’âge de tout le monde,” rarely excites any notice beyond a shrug of the shoulders for her eccentricity when she travels alone, even in disturbed and perhaps remote districts.


All this, I hope, will serve as my apology for talking about myself and for mentioning the disabilities that are not dreamed of by the perfect traveller, and further as my excuse for chronicling some of the journeys I have taken during a period that extends from the ’seventies of last century down to the present day. In a sense, this is a book of reminiscences; but they are selected reminiscences. In the way that my Australian poet would have liked to take me home, that starry night in the ’nineties, by a series of leaps and bounds over all obstacles in the way, I intend to leap over the intervening periods of my life spent at home or at work, except in so far as these have any bearing on my occasional journeys, and to steer my course by those periods of travel that shine out as stars in my progress through the years. They will cover holidays and journalistic expeditions and a few international adventures in post-war Europe. Some, like planets, will shine steadily; some, as I look back on them, appear to be meteors crashing across a humdrum existence; while others, so distant that they flicker and falter, are included in my sky only because they fill in the pattern and make a background for the rest. Selected reminiscences have this advantage, that they can present a continuous if not a complete record of a life, and so, without involving insincerities, make it possible to omit details that might offend the taste or the feelings of living contemporaries. There is no value in reminiscences unless they are sincere so far as they go; so, while mine will not profess to tell the whole story of my life, they will be sincere, I hope, so far as they go. This may not seem a very courageous attitude towards my past; but, as I have been at some pains to point out, I am not a courageous person.


E. S.   



















CHAPTER I


“GOING AWAY” IN THE ’SEVENTIES





I SOMETIMES think that my taste for travel may be traced to the fact that much of the first year of my life was spent on the Continent. When I came into the world, my parents were on the point of giving up the house at Denmark Hill where my five elder brothers and two of my elder sisters had been born. It was then the fashion for middle-class families, whose money was made in the City, to live in South London; and my father, who was a slate merchant in Tooley Street as his father and grandfather were before him, went to settle there soon after my eldest sister Mabel was born. You may still see the house and garden, enjoying a shabby survival half-way up the hill, nearly opposite Ruskin Park. I do not know if my parents chose this neighbourhood to live in because it was fashionable, or because John Ruskin lived there and might be seen any day driving into town in his father’s carriage (though seated on the box beside the coachman lest he should be suspected of conventionality). I rather suspect that the latter motive weighed more heavily with my father and the social one with my mother, for he was a business man by inheritance only, having been obliged through the death of elder brothers to leave school at sixteen and enter my grandfather’s office. By taste and temperament he was an intellectual—though it was not so called when he was young—and an artist, and he often told me how he surprised his contemporaries by going off to hear Ruskin and Beresford Hope lecture on art, generally in the old Architectural Museum in Tufton Street, Westminster, instead of seeking the usual diversions of the young man of his period.


I do not remember my father as a business man at all, only as the student who spent most of his time reading, and who delighted in making little architectural excursions about England on which, when I was in my ’teens, I loved to accompany him. It has never surprised me that the state of his affairs obliged him to close down the Tooley Street firm and retire from business at a comparatively early age. He always said that the slate trade was ruined by the introduction of steam transit and by the use of tiles, and I am sure he thought he was putting the situation fairly. But I prefer to think that the real reason lay in his inability to let the making of money absorb the whole, or even the greater part, of his time. He would not have been the interesting father who played such an influential part in his children’s lives if his sense of values had been otherwise.


For all that, he was very proud of his connection with Tooley Street, which dated back to the time when his people, I think about two generations earlier, though it may have been more, came down from Cumberland. He was christened and married, and so were his parents and grandparents, in the church of St. Olave’s, Southwark; and before the recent destruction of that familiar feature alongside Hayes Wharf, where his business was situated, a slate memorial slab was to be seen in the churchyard there, bearing the following inscription:—




Sacred to the Memory of Emanuel Sharp of this Parish who died 17th of October 1811 aged 54 years. Also Thomas Tyson Mark Henry and Jane Sharp children of the Above who died in their infancy. Likewise Isaac son of the Above who died the 6th of March 1815 aged 13 years; Also Mary daughter of the Above who died the 27th of April 1815 aged 18 years. Also Jane Sharp wife of the Above who died the 26th of November 1827 aged 65 years. Also 7 grandchildren of the Above who died in their infancy:—





an inscription that seems to demonstrate the ignorance of infant welfare that prevailed even among well-to-do people a century ago.


My mother was connected with the City of London from a slightly different angle. Her father, Joseph Bloyd, was a Welshman whose ancestors were, I believe, farmers near Rhyl; he, however, was a lead merchant in the City, and in those days lived near his business and went to church on Sundays in the little old Norman chapel of the Tower. Here he fell in love at first sight with my grandmother, Elizabeth Angell, daughter of John Angell, who, like his brothers, held an official post in the Army Ordnance Department, which was then housed in the Tower. The two were finally married in the chapel, and their youngest daughter was my mother, Jane Bloyd. Outside the Beauchamp Chapel in the Tower may still be seen a stone memorial slab, bearing the names of many Angells who lived and died in the Tower; and I have a recollection, so dim that it may indeed be traceable only to hearsay in my childhood, of being taken by my mother to pay a call upon two great-aunts, Mary Anne and Anna Maria Angell, who then had rooms in the Tower. The most real thing about Great-aunt Mary Anne was that she made adorable wriggly snakes out of dark red penny stamps strung together on white cotton, with a scrap of red flannel for a tongue, which she sent to my brother Ronald and me for Christmas presents. And I am told that she was suspected of writing fairy tales on the sly. It was the thought of that astonishing indiscretion on the part of a carefully brought up young lady, who lived in Government apartments in the Tower, that used to please me when mother sometimes said to me in after life—“You grow more like an Angell every day,” a remark that had to be explained to the listener who did not know that it was always an Angell with two l’s. I am indebted to Norman Angell for the supposition—he is some sort of a cousin—that our common ancestor was an Italian cook, one Angelo, at the Court of Charles II; and whether this can be substantiated or not, and I hope it can, the theory of our Italian descent explains the rumour of a lawsuit in connection with my family that took place years ago over an estate in Florence, which, he tells me, was won by his mother’s branch of the Angells. It was certainly not won by mine, which has never been lucky in windfalls of this nature.


These genealogical details account possibly for traces of Italian features in my mother, which she passed on to some of us, and, coupled with our Welsh ancestry, may account also for the musical talent which was inherited most richly by my eldest brother Cecil and least of all by myself. Except in this matter of music, my mother did not particularly share my father’s tastes. She had very lovely hands, and it was always fascinating to watch the way she moved them as she played spread chords on the piano with a touch that Cecil beautifully inherited, and that only Madame Schumann out of all the public performers I have heard in my life recalled to me. My mother was taller than any of her daughters, carried herself superbly, and in her manner somehow managed to convey the impression, I used to think, of being subtly conscious of all the suitors who once knelt at her feet, before my father stepped in and swept her off them for good and all. I never knew her as a very young woman: I was her ninth child, and she was twenty-seven when she married, and in those days mothers were not allowed to look even as young as they really were. But she had the quality of eternal youth which accompanies a sense of humour, and up to the day of her death, which did not occur before her ninetieth year, she refused to face the possibility either of growing old or of dying like everybody else.


Before my day she modelled wax flowers; and clusters of roses and passion-flowers in glass cases stood on the drawing-room marble mantel-shelf until they sank by degrees to the spare-room, and finally to the dust-bin. But her chief occupations in my childhood were “doing the housekeeping” to the accompaniment of a jingling key-basket, driving round the Park in the dosed brougham—the family coach, we used to call it, and when you were the youngest you sat on the back seat and felt disgustingly ill—reading three-volume novels while she “put her feet up” on the sofa after luncheon, writing weekly letters to her absent children at school, dressing for dinner, giving parties at which she was a wonderfully gracious hostess, chaperoning elder daughters, trying in vain to impose a conventional code of behaviour upon an amused husband, and playing “pieces” to him and to us after tea, out of a book bound in red leather that contained a jumble of the classics, including the selections he loved best from the Handel Oratorios and from Mozart’s Operas. But music was the only real taste they had in common. Intellectually, politically and theologically, they were poles apart; and that is how I know that happy marriages do not rest upon reason.


I cannot leave this account of my mother without relating one characteristic story of her. She was thoroughly Victorian in appearing to rely upon my father for protection against all the enemies that were supposed to lie in wait for weak women in those days; but there was one occasion when she acted entirely on her own initiative in a moment of danger. All her life she had expected burglars. Both in London and at Weston Turville we used to go to bed at night shuttered and belled, bolted and barred; so it was not surprising that burglars never attempted to make off with the plate that was carried up to my parents’ bedroom every night for safety, though what kind of fight the dear things would have put up against a really determined bandit I cannot imagine. The contingency never arose; but one winter’s night at my country home, just after tea, a lamp exploded and set my sisters’ bedroom afire in the most distant wing of the house. With our usual instinct to spare mother’s nerves we managed, as we thought, to conceal the accident from her and soon got the outbreak under control. But when we came downstairs we found her standing before the bolted front door, poker in hand, having heard enough disturbance going on upstairs to suggest that the fear of her long married life was at last being justified. “They shan’t get out this way,” said my mother. Then the habit of forty years also reasserted itself. “Sh-sh! Don’t disturb Papa,” she added, glancing at the door of the library, where my father sat all unconscious among his books.


It was when I was born that the spirit of adventure seemed suddenly to enter into the souls of my stay-at-home  parents. My birthday occurred on August the fourth (a fine revolutionary anniversary and identical with Shelley’s, I afterwards learned to my delight, though, much later, it coincided more tragically with the outbreak of the Great War), and the house at Denmark Hill was to be given up at the September quarter-day. It seemed a good opportunity to enjoy a little freedom from domesticity before settling down in South Kensington, which was a new neighbourhood just beginning to attract the solid residential middle-class. The desire to travel must have been very strong; for with eight children—one of the older boys, Neville, had died in infancy some years before—the youngest of whom was in arms and the eldest barely in her ’teens, the most enterprising parents might have been justified in thinking that their time for gadding about was over. They took, however, the view that it had only just dawned; and for the first time, heavily weighted with encumbrances, they conceived the extravagant idea of housing their furniture and going abroad.


So I spent a considerable part of that first year of the ’seventies on the Continent, and I can hardly imagine a greater waste of foreign travel than to bestow it upon such a creature. I have often tried to picture the kind of cavalcade we presented on arriving at an hotel: my father leaving the children to mother, and my mother handing them on to Nurse and leaving everything else to father, who knew no word of any foreign language except the sentence—“Comment-vous-portez-vous?” which he imagined to be French, and used as if it were a whole vocabulary in Esperanto. By saying it very loudly he thought it would convey whatever meaning he had in his mind at the moment, and his sense of injury when it failed of this effect showed him to be a striking instance of a clever man who, on going abroad, leaves at home all his knowledge of the world.


So, with even fewer qualifications for foreign travel than their youngest daughter afterwards exhibited, though with a naïve fearlessness that I know nothing about, my parents went abroad in the ’seventies and I went with them. They needed all their courage, for disaster overtook them before they got beyond their first stop, Paris, where their third living son, Oswald, a fine little fellow of five years old, was seized with croup and died in a few days. You might think that this would end the adventure on which they had so blithely started; but having no fixed home to return to, they took the wiser and less conventional course, left the little grave in Père Lachaise, sent the older children home to go on with their education, and went with the rest of us into Germany and down the Rhine, visiting places I afterwards dreamed for many years of visiting before the dream became a reality—and I all unconscious of this lovely trip, a mere lump of animated putty, overdressed in unhygienic clothes, probably hated for the strength of my lungs wherever I went, and almost certainly one of the most expensive items in the hotel bills.


There was one member of the cavalcade, however, who saved the situation as far as I was concerned, and to her the adventure became an unforgettable chapter of glorious life, so unforgettable that I owe to her most of my information about it. Nurse came to my mother when Mabel was a baby, and she did not leave us until she died in her ninety-third year. She was the most faithful friend life has given me, and I have not been without friends. Her loyalty was unassailable, her understanding of the child’s heart would have made the speculations of the modern psychologist seem mere vapourings, and she had the rare power of uniting an intolerance of unworthy standards of conduct with a wise tolerance for those who could not reach her own high standard. Perhaps her character could be summed up by saying that she had the gift of loving as few know it; for if one of us had done something really disgraceful, she was the person to whom it could be confessed without fear, since she would never have stinted her help and comfort to the sinner, nor for a moment condoned the sin. When she died in February, 1921, it left a gap in my life that no one else could fill.  


To Nurse on this grand tour of my infancy fell the task of supporting my parents when Oswald died, though her own grief did not fall far short of theirs, and of bringing the rest of us through the perils of hotel life unharmed. But that did not prevent her from having the great time of her life. Ever afterwards she would amuse us by repeating the German sentences she had learnt from a waiter at one Rhineland town—we used to suspect him of being an impressionable waiter, though we never dared hint at such an impertinence—and when her memory failed her in other respects she never lost her vision of the seven hills at Bonn or the bridge of boats at Coblenz.


I suppose that after we came back to London and settled down in Cornwall Gardens, at a time when, I am told, Cromwell Road was still in the fields, there were summer holiday excursions yearly; but I remember nothing about them earlier than a visit to Southsea when I must have been about five, and I do not think I should remember that but for rowing out in a boat with Nurse to see the old ship, Nelson’s Victory, and this was probably fixed in my mind by the action of a jolly Jack Tar, who gave me a piece of ship’s biscuit and asked if he might kiss me, a liberty that was sternly refused by Nurse, who was not more of a snob than anybody else of her period, but had a great notion of the respect due to “your Mamma’s children.” From a beach photograph that survives of the Southsea visit and shows the whole family grouped round Nurse in the middle, I gather that I was a fat and complacent-looking creature with disproportionately large feet, and that my two younger brothers, Lancelot and Algie (commonly called Ben), had been added to our number. So now there were nine, and nine we grew up and remained until the first gap occurred in 1912.


I have also a faint recollection of a house with a garden, at Luton, where Cecil used to give me rides in a wheelbarrow; but it soon became more convenient to separate the older and younger sections of the family when we went holiday-making, and for some years I and the two little boys, who did “lessons” every day with a sister and were therefore independent of school terms, were sent away earlier in the summer with Nurse and spent a wonderful month in Paradise by the sea, which was Brighton. Everything about that month by the sea was perfect. It began with the packing-up, though why we took such quantities of luggage with us it is impossible to say. In addition to a massive dress-basket, as the thing was called, filled to the brim with garments, there was Nurse’s own box as well as the nursemaid’s; and besides all that, the perambulator was packed stiff with spades and pails and other necessaries of life by the sea, and finally, there was the bath. I do not know whether we took the nursery bath—a thing rather like a coffin in shape—because the lodging-house bath was under suspicion, or because it offered another receptacle for clothes; but we did take it, stuffed to repletion and running over, so that, when sewn into a covering of brown sacking, it resembled an enormous meat pie. The language of the cabmen and porters who had to handle that bath was eloquent, but to us it was the sign and symbol of our entry into Paradise; and when it was hoisted on to the top of the four-wheeler, and the driver was told to follow us who filled the brougham to Victoria station, we knew that anticipations were realised and the great annual event was once more coming off.


Brighton in the ’seventies was not Hove. For us it was Kemp Town, with a background of bare Downs and a foreground of untidy shingle on which lay rowing boats and fishing smacks when they were not afloat—a beach strewn with bits of treasure cast up by the tide, and with fishing nets spread out to dry, and, when the tide was out, presenting a long stretch of rather black smooth sand on which to build castles. Over it all was that smell of the sea—or was it only of stale fish and decaying seaweed?—which, with the smell of the magic-lantern and the circus, may be ranked among the subtle smells of Victorian childhood that never failed to thrill; and with the recollection of that smell comes another of a symphony of sound, made up of nigger minstrels, and hawkers calling shrimps and lobsters “All alive-o!” and donkey boys shouting at their patient animals, and the crunching wheels of goat-chaises, in which we were never allowed to ride because the other children who had already occupied them might be recovering from measles or scarlet fever;—and all of it happening in hot summer sunshine under a cloudless blue sky, for one peculiarity of the Brighton holiday, as it lives in my mind, was that it never rained there. And in this charming old Georgian seaside resort—resort is exactly the right word for it—we used to occupy rooms in a house with a shining black front of bow windows, in Lower Rock Gardens, looking sideways to the sea and frontwards to a wind-swept, sun-dried oval of enclosed garden that we thought as lovely as the rest of it.


There were red-letter days in that wonderful month, and one of them was the day we went for a donkey ride on the Downs. On other days we gazed in anticipation at the row of gentle beasts tied up to the railings of the parade—Esplanade was a word unknown to our vocabulary—and took them our crusts to eat, and had to resist the blandishments of their owners, who promised us all sorts of speed records that were never realised. For when the great day came and we wound our way up steep little St. James’s Street and out on the bare highway, the imperturbability of those donkeys under the rain of blows and storm of yells to which they were subjected by their owners, in addition to our own private method of filling a tin box with pebbles and rattling it in their ears, affords me some consolation, as I look back, for our brutality to the poor creatures; for I like to hope that custom had staled the effect of these persuasions and that they really did not care a button how much they were urged forward, knowing that they would only break into a jogging gallop when it suited them and not an instant before. I remember my regrets at not being able to ride astride like a boy, but felt compensated to some extent by Nurse’s permission to have first choice of steed, so that I managed to secure the one thin brown donkey that had a little youth and spirit left in him. My brothers, relegated to the more placid grey donkeys, took their revenge in jeers at my feminine clothes, which indeed were not adapted to donkey-riding. Between holding on a flapping Leghorn straw hat that they derisively likened to a dish-cover, and clutching at my wind-tossed skirts in response to Nurse’s admonition to “hold down your frock, my dear,” for fear lest the donkey boy should catch a glimpse of the solid longcloth and Madeira-work that represented the “undies” of my childhood, I must have presented anything but a sporting appearance. In spite of its restrictions, that donkey ride probably gave me a taste of athletic prowess which was as a rule forbidden to the Victorian little girl. I know I imagined myself Dick Turpin riding to York on Black Bess—an episode we had seen dramatised at Hengler’s Circus, one Christmas holiday—and this may have been a more entrancing thrill than my brothers got out of the expedition for all their masculine liberty. Of course they did not have the aid to imagination provided by the little brown donkey.


The donkey ride was all the more exciting by contrast with prohibitions that we never quite accepted without protest. We were not allowed to bathe because Nurse never bathed, and it was of course unthinkable that we should face the perils of the ocean out of her reach. That was perhaps reasonable; but the embargo on paddling, because it was said to cause the blood to rush to the head (though we saw hundreds of happy children paddling daily, the blood rushing to their heads and no terrible consequences resulting) was always unconvincing. We ranked it with another prohibition, that threw a shadow over our annual expedition to the London Polytechnic, when Nurse refused to allow us to go down in the diving-bell, the only adventure possible in that instructive place of so-called amusement, because, she said, it would make us deaf for life. We had no means of proving that the other happy children who went down in the diving-bell were not going to become deaf for life, but we never believed it for a moment. It was no use, however, to protest when Nurse made up her mind about such things:—“Your Mamma’s children” could not do them, and that was final.


There was another red-letter day that also occurred every year during our month in Paradise. My brother Ronald, who was then at a preparatory school in Lansdowne Place, Brighton, used to spend his half-holidays with us, bringing his friends to tea with some preliminary warnings as to the way such heroes should be treated. I remember only two of these grand people. One, called Tommy Case, was not nearly so alarming as we were led to expect, though that may have been because I discovered we were exactly the same age to a day, and could therefore exchange birthday presents on an equality. The other was just Simpson; he was older and much grander, and therefore had no Christian name. I became his humble adorer, for he had blue eyes and curly fair hair, like the Norsemen in a favourite storybook, and I hated brown eyes and hair, possessing both. I remember, too, that he seemed to like playing with me, and, one day, took me to see his mother, who lived in a big house on the front, all of which amazed Ronald considerably while it doubtless relieved his mind. The red-letter day was the outcome of these attachments, for through them I received an invitation to join the school in its annual picnic excursion to Bramber Castle; and as Miss Bennett, the “dame” of Ronald’s school—it had also been Cecil’s first school, by the way—promised to chaperon me, I was actually allowed to go. Although hampered by the Leghorn atrocity, and by a stiff white piqué frock that scrubbed painfully wherever it made a contact with my skin, I believe I enjoyed my first social success at that picnic, both with boys and master, and in the absence of comment from Ronald I gather that I did not disgrace him.


But, after all, the great feature of the Brighton visit was the morning spent on the beach, when, in comparative freedom (for the rather crushed nursemaid did not count), we wore canvas shoes and were allowed to get our feet wet, because in Nurse’s hygienic code salt water could not give anybody cold; when we made sand pies with pebble patterns on the top of each, and stood on a mound of sand while the incoming tide swilled round us at every seventh wave, and watched for Nurse’s return from the morning’s shopping. For side-shows there were the nigger minstrels, singing comic songs that we took back to London and shocked our amused elders with—there was one that began with the line “B,R,O,W,N,” of which I forget the context, so its vulgarity made less impression upon me than upon those who professed to be horrified—and there were marionettes that secretly terrified me, because I could not endure the sight of a man’s head and arms and legs being spirited away from him in turn until he was left, a hideous torso, dancing grotesquely on the tiny stage. And, of course, there was the Punch and Judy show, including the ghost, which, said Nurse in her instinct to spare our fears, “is only a man in his night-gown, my dears,” but whose spectral identity was inevitably revealed to us by the nursemaid when her chief was not listening, she in her rough rude rawness having no use for silly inhibitions.


And there was, lastly, the brandy-ball man, dressed in black velvet, with a smoking-cap that sported a gay tassel, who used to come round from group to group on the beach, carrying his glass-covered tray of many-coloured sugar balls, which we were actually allowed to purchase in minute quantities with our rare pennies. Nurse was always greatly attracted by the brandy-ball man, and learned his song by heart, and used to sing it to us when we returned to the nursery in London, though its charm declined with the change of scene. The brandy-ball man’s song in London fell about as flat as the sight of the donkeys on Hampstead Heath, whom we regarded without a scrap of interest when we sometimes drove that way with mother.



















CHAPTER II


BETWEEN SCHOOL AND HOME





WHEN I was about twelve I ceased to “do lessons” under the tuition of my sisters, Ethel and Bertha, and went as a day boarder to Miss Spark’s school, Strathallan House, in Bolton Gardens. School made the annual Brighton visit an impossibility, and the whole family now spent the summer holiday months together in some country house. I remember very vividly the first of these, a house called Ousebank in Stony Stratford, Buckinghamshire, a pretty place where the river ran at the bottom of the garden. Here Cecil, now rowing in the Clare boat at Cambridge, used to take us on the water, and he tried, though without success, to teach me to steer. After I had nearly wrecked us both by steering straight for the weir, under the impression that I was taking the boat in the opposite direction, he came firmly to the conclusion that I was quite unteachable, and unteachable I have remained ever since in the matter of steering.


For a time I thought fishing the most delightful of pastimes, and I used to get up at five in the morning and go fishing with Ronald. To stand in the early morning sunshine, rod in hand, on that beautiful river bank, long before the rest of the house was astir, knowing that one was secure for three or four hours from the supervision of “The Others” as we used to call the older half of the family, seemed to me nearly all that the heart could desire; and so it would have remained but for the tiresome necessity, not always to be avoided, of catching fish. For my own peace of mind, I accepted Ronald’s assurance that fish were cold-blooded creatures and felt nothing, only flapping about on the grass because their muscular activity continued after they were dead; but when, one awful morning, a large perch swallowed hook as well as bait, and the pig-man—an adorable creature in leggings called Matthews—sought to do me a service by pulling out the inside of the fish with the hook, no theories of any kind could console me for such a horror, and I never again believed a word of the fisherman’s apologia. It was two or three years before I had the courage to refuse to accompany the boys on these holiday fishing expeditions; but I was secretly thankful when there was no river near enough to be fished—and this in spite of the fact that my father, who always tried to encourage our tastes, gave me the “Compleat Angler” to read and I immediately fell under the spell of Izaak Walton, and continued to carry the little red volume about with me long after the bottom had, so far as I was concerned, been knocked completely out of a philosophy that pretended you could handle the thing you tortured as though you loved it.


The adventure of standing inadvertently on a wasps’ nest and getting stung all over my black worsted-stockinged legs, before the pig-man could again come to my assistance, is another recollection of that holiday by the Ouse, chiefly because it gave me a temporary notoriety that is rarely enjoyed by any member of a large family. Perhaps I should say here that in these reminiscences I am not attempting to state the case for or against the large family, which I feel is on the whole pretty well balanced, the material disadvantage of overwhelming numbers being probably set off against the social advantage of learning early in life to give and take, and not to expect that there is ever very much to take. What is usually insufficiently realised about the large family is that parents cannot, without risk of favouritism, give any one child the amount of observation and understanding that some children, though not all, seem to require; and although in my own case there was Nurse to supply this deficiency to some extent, it has always been a matter of regret to me that I never learned to make a real friend of my mother until she was quite old and I was nearing middle age. All the years in between were wasted through our being strangers to one another, and misunderstandings arose which would never have occurred had it been possible for me in my girlhood to give mother my confidence, as I see girls doing to-day who belong to a small family.


As for my father, he managed always to maintain the illogical position of regretting the size of a family of whom he never ceased for a moment to be proud and fond. “For God’s sake, manage your numbers,” he would say warningly when a guest was expected, though we knew the visitor would be subjected, before he departed, to a full description of his host’s numerous children, including several he had not seen. As the management of our numbers entailed the repression of the younger half of the family, who had to eat their meals where and how they could until the innocent visitor had left, those who were “managed” might be excused for growing up with a secret grudge against large families in general. But by far the worst drawback to the large family, in my opinion, is the opportunity it furnishes, through the accident of age, for one group of children to develop the vices of the tyrant and for the other group to develop those of the slave. Of course, it does not always work out in this way; but the opportunity is there, and as I think that no blow of fate can hurt men so much as they can be hurt by other men who have them at their mercy, I think it is a dangerous thing for younger children to be even remotely in the power of elder brothers and sisters. I always feel that whether or no there are sound anthropological reasons for the prevalence of the folk tale in which the youngest son scores off his wicked elder brothers, the younger portion of any large family could supply psychological support for it.


The summer holiday that stands out most clearly in my memory is the one we spent in the pretty Vicarage at Kenilworth; for here, I and the three younger boys were allowed to hire tricycles and used to follow the wagonette in which my parents and another portion of the family went driving in the afternoons. In this way we visited all sorts of interesting places of which I had read—Stratford-on-Avon, Warwick, Coventry, and the rest; and there was one great day when Papa took me to Lichfield to see the birthplace of the man whose Life he read and re-read to me on Sunday evenings at home. To be in Kenilworth was in itself a wonder to a romantic schoolgirl, and all the trippers who swarmed there could not vulgarise the delight of living for a couple of months in sight of a genuine ruined castle. My father, always unable to read poetry except that of the eighteenth century, or fiction except the stories written by his youngest daughter, gave me my taste for history, and encouraged it during these annual holidays by taking me off for the day to explore any battle-fields that were within reach; and we visited Edgehill, Naseby, Bosworth, Chalgrove Field, and others, with a zeal that I cannot attempt to reconcile with the innate regard for peace that undoubtedly characterised us both. Probably, we no more associated blood and murder with historic battle-fields than I had at first associated disgusting cruelty with the pleasure of luring a fish on to a hook on a summer morning. Anyhow, I spent some of the jolliest days of my childhood over these explorations, while brothers jested and went other ways.


When I was barely fifteen, the house in Cornwall Gardens was given up and we went to live in the country, at a village called Weston Turville, lying in the hollow about half a mile from the main road that runs from Wendover to Aylesbury. By comparison with the imitation stone, pseudo-classic tents of the middle-class that were South Kensington, our red-brick Buckinghamshire manor house, surrounded by a rambling garden and orchard and grass meadows, with the remains of two moats and a bit of an old castle wall, was like Paradise to a London child whose only knowledge of the real country had been hitherto gained in snatches. At first, however, I saw nothing of it except in the holidays, for the move from town necessitated my going to the Kensington school as a boarder. This was my first experience of going away from home alone, and it should properly have taught me the meaning of home-sickness. It did nothing of the sort. I suppose, up to this time, I was an ordinary happy child, for I do not remember questioning the fact; but the sudden sense of freedom that exhilarated me when I went right away to school, out of a circle whose standards I could now exchange for others that I found far easier to appreciate, might have shown me that I was a misfit of some kind in the home to which it had pleased God to call me. I do not know that I reasoned it out as clearly as this; but I must have begun to suspect it early in life, for I remember once making Nurse laugh by asking her, when I had been reading fairy tales, whether I too was not a changeling. And the fact that the Ugly Duckling was always my favourite story, and I still think it the greatest story in the world, may offer additional evidence of a kind. But if anybody had suggested to me that my home or my family were to blame for my intense contentment at school, I should have fired up in their defence at once. Incompatibility of temperament, as all the world knows to its undoing, is no bar to affection, only to the perfect love that casts out fear.


It did strike me as odd that nobody else at Strathallan House ever wanted the school term to last for ever, and, succumbing to public opinion in the matter, I kept a calendar like all my schoolfellows and tried to simulate their zeal in striking off the days, one by one, as though I wanted them to pass quickly; for at that age I naturally had a horror of appearing to be unlike other people. In various ways I sometimes found it difficult to share the normal outlook. I did not grumble at the food, which seemed to me perfectly good in spite of assurances to the contrary from my neighbours at table; nor did I take much heed of the prevailing fashion that determined which of the teachers were to be adored, and which detested. Most of them I liked well enough, especially the French and German governesses, in whose languages I had been well grounded by my sisters, so that I occasionally made an effort to talk with them in their own tongue when the rules did not make this compulsory, a display of priggishness that might have provoked more condemnation than it received.


This tolerance may have been shown to me because I had most of the other weaknesses of the schoolgirl of the period. I slavishly adored the head girl, also named Evelyn, who was however an extremely well-read and scholarly person; so we had some tastes in common and our relationship never became unwholesome. But when my form was given an essay to write on “A Thing of Beauty,” and I chose to make mine a rhapsody over another girl in the top class, simply because she was my idea of feminine beauty at the time, everybody united in a howl of derision, which naturally annoyed the object of my admiration as much as it humiliated and misjudged me. Fortunately, it was not long before I worked myself up into the first form, and, being for this reason no longer counted among the juniors, I found in class equality a freedom from silly suspicions, and ceased to feel tempted to fall in love with these Olympian goddesses. When you do somebody’s German translation in return for her help in arithmetic, you are less likely to regard her as an object of romantic idolatry. But I continued faithful to my first love, the head girl, after we both left school and went to stay in one another’s homes; and it was a good thing for me that she possessed a vigorous vitality and was always too sensible to take advantage of my emotional attitude towards her. Later, when she married, we drifted apart from natural causes; and when I met her again, years afterwards, in one of my suffrage audiences, I found her little changed, though she expressed considerable surprise at my daring to mount a platform and address a public meeting on an unpopular political subject. Well, I share that surprise myself every time I do mount a platform.


I was not long at school, only three years altogether, but the four terms that I spent there as a boarder did a vast deal to influence me. Miss Spark and her school would be considered old-fashioned to-day, but in the ’eighties they were both in advance of their times. The education was thoroughly sound, and we were given high standards of conduct, if through a religious (Anglican) medium that was a little overdone—my chief criticism of her system. And because she kept our minds well occupied and generally in an interesting way, and trusted to our honour and gave us responsibility to a degree not always to be found in the average girls’ school of the period, I believe we were less subject to hysteria and other adolescent troubles than I gather from books was sometimes the case with the cloistered Victorian girl. Such troubles may have occurred at my school, of course, but I never heard of them, so they could not have been common. At all events I owe to Miss Spark and her sisters the happiest period of my childhood, because I then first began to find myself and to discover I was not the stupid person I often felt at home. At school one did not have to be musical in order to justify one’s existence; and lecturers like Churton Collins, who revealed to me treasures of English literature beyond those of the eighteenth century, opened up new worlds to conquer, just as old Herr Schweitzer, our gymnastic master, gave me a chance of proving that, far from being clumsy and coltish as I certainly was at home, I had enough athletic ability to become leader of the class, in spite of a voluminous blue serge costume built on the lines of the Victorian bathing-dress. I never felt more proud than when he called me out—not by name, because he could never master our English names, but as “The gir-rl with the br-rown eyes”—to demonstrate some feat on the horizontal ladder. I was not nearly so proficient in the gymnasium as in the class-room, but I was ever so much more anxious to excel there, making my first comparison between deeds and words, and not for the last time preferring deeds.


Miss Spark was the outstanding figure of my school days. She really was a remarkable personality. Her vitality swept one along, whether she was making us see the Stuart period as a picture of a world that once actually existed; or herding us into cabs on a wet night after the opera, under the helpless gaze of a crowd equally anxious to get home but unable to wrest a single vehicle from her rapacity; or rehearsing us in a play for the break-up party; or prompting the Bishop with the right appropriate platitude for each girl when he came to give away the prizes. I shall never forget her scorn when she handed me a footstool and some brown paper and told me to make it into a rock for the foreground of a scene from the “Tempest,” and I made it into a neat brown-paper parcel; or her laughter when I appeared at the dress rehearsal of the “Précieuses Ridicules” with a lovely pair of yellow satin knickers—our best property—pulled down to my ankles like bloomers. How was I to decide, in face of the peculiar code of propriety that prevailed at Strathallan House, when legs were allowed to be legs and when they weren’t? I had my revenge when, after all her attempts to make me look like a bellicose warrior, my impersonation of Jodelet caused a lady in the front row of the seats to exclaim, “Oh, what a dear little French girl!” My unconvincing delivery of the roysterer’s creed, “La guerre est une belle chose!” perhaps held something prophetic in it.
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