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PREFACE





This is a memoir of the last fifteen years of Forster’s life, 1955–70, from the age of seventy-six to his death at the age of ninety-one, the years that I knew him. It is principally an account of my relationship with him during this period.


It is based on a number of sources: his more than a hundred letters to me; the fifteen letters from me to him that he chose to keep and quite possibly re-read; my journals of travelling with Forster, and on my own; and my memories.


I have also dipped into his Commonplace Book, published in 1985; his major diary, known as The Locked Diary, published in 2011; and, his Journal for 1958, published in the same year (both of these in the King’s College archives). I have done this when he writes about my or Bob Buckingham’s family or other significant people in his life; his health or his thoughts about dying; or his looking back over a past year.


In these years I was travelling a great deal and I also had several holidays with Forster. In the summer of 1956 I was on the island of Capri, and in the summer of 1957 in Nova Scotia, Canada. In 1958 we took a holiday in Italy, visiting Venice, Ravenna and Florence. Also in 1958 I went to India, where I lived in Calcutta (now Kolkata) and visited Bombay (now Mumbai), Bhubaneswar and Darjeeling. I returned to England in 1959. In 1960 I went to Ghana, and on leave from there in 1961 we took a holiday in August in Herefordshire. I left Ghana in 1962, and in the same year we took our second holiday in Italy: to Milan, Bergamo, Verona, Vicenza, Mantua and Padua. In 1964–6 I was in the United States, at the University of Chicago.


In this period Forster was much concerned about the world’s growing population and the disappearance of the world in which he had been brought up, especially of the countryside.


I have digressed just once: to comment on the question as to why he wrote no more novels after A Passage to India, published in 1924.


I believe that I have given a fair and full account of Morgan Forster as I knew him. The greatest artistic celebration of King’s College, Cambridge, where I met Morgan and still remember him, is Wordsworth’s sonnet about King’s Chapel.








Tax not the royal Saint with vain expense,


With ill-match’d aims the Architect who plann’d


(Albeit labouring for a scanty band


Of white-robed Scholars only) this immense







And glorious work of fine intelligence!


Give all thou canst; high Heaven rejects the lore


Of nicely-calculated less or more: –


So deemed the man who fashion’d for the sense







These lofty pillars, spread that branching roof


Self-poised, and scoop’d into ten thousand cells


Where light and shade repose, where music dwells







Lingering – and wandering on as loth to die;


Like thoughts whose very sweetness yieldeth proof


That they were born for immortality.
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INTRODUCTION





When I went up to Cambridge in 1954, Morgan Forster was Britain’s most distinguished writer. The only other great writers of the twentieth century were all dead: D.H. Lawrence had died in 1930, James Joyce and Virginia Woolf in 1941. Somerset Maugham, who lived until 1965, was a writer who had, and knew, his limits. Forster indeed had no rivals.


His output was admittedly unusual. He published five novels, of which his fifth and last, A Passage to India, appeared in 1924, when he was forty-five. He wrote his novel about homosexuals, Maurice, in 1913–4, but it was not published until after his death in 1971. Most of his short stories were published by 1928, although a further volume was published posthumously in 1972.


He wrote two biographies, of his friend and teacher Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson in 1934, and of his aunt Marianne Thornton in 1956; and an Indian memoir, The Hill of Devi, in 1953. He shared with Eric Crozier the writing of the libretto for Benjamin Britten’s Billy Budd in 1951.


He published a great many essays and reviews and made many broadcasts and speeches, often as a spokesman for the National Council of Civil Liberties and other liberal causes. He was president of the NCCL and also president of the Cambridge Humanists (from 1959 to 1970).


He was what he set out to be, a creative artist of great distinction.


However, he was not only an outstanding writer. He was also to those who took an interest in such things a significant homosexual. He had his first full relationship in Egypt in 1917 and there were many people in his circle and among his friends who were homosexuals: W.H. Auden, Benjamin Britten, Constantine Cavafy, Christopher Isherwood, John Maynard Keynes, T.E. Lawrence, Siegfried Sassoon, and Lytton Strachey. So too were his closest friends: Joe Ackerley, Bob Buckingham, American actors Tom Coley and Bill Roerick, William Plomer, Jack Sprott; and, in the last decade of his life, Mattei Radev. When I arrived at King’s, it was accepted throughout Cambridge that the college welcomed and contained many homosexuals, despite the fact that relations between consenting adults remained illegal until 1967.


And so it was that Morgan was not infrequently drawn to undergraduates through a homosexual interest, with the hope that a full relationship might develop. I was one of these, as were two other undergraduates mentioned in the following memoir, Brian Remnant and Lindsay Heather. Nothing came of these hopes. I was always firmly heterosexual and discussed such relationships more intimately with Morgan than with anyone else. My friend Jonathan Miller suggests that by virtue of me not being homosexual, Morgan was drawn to me more strongly than he would otherwise have been – because I was inaccessible. He continued to have sexual feelings to a great age. Jonathan also believes that, to Morgan, I was a Cyril Fielding (as in A Passage to India), when I went to India, in a life that reminded him of Fielding’s, and as a result was of special importance to him.


As he got older, he was much concerned with death, with how other people met theirs, and with how he would meet his. This too is evident in this memoir.


In my third year in King’s, 1956–7, I had rooms next to Morgan’s, where meetings of the Cambridge Apostles regularly took place, and I shared a bathroom with him. From that year my relationship with him was exceptionally close. It is something for which I will always be grateful.


I should note that I returned to King’s as a fellow, 1973–82. I was senior tutor of the college, 1973–81.
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Morgan’s mother died in March 1946, and he was asked to leave their house in West Hackhurst in Surrey. At this point he heard from John Sheppard,1 the provost of King’s, that he had been elected to an honorary fellowship, and, following swiftly upon this news, came an invitation to ‘reside’ in college. And so he did from the age of 67, for the remainder of his life.


I was the son of a naval officer with a fine war record, and his wife, the daughter of an admiral, and was thus as middle class as Morgan. I was educated at Eton, which I enjoyed rather more than Morgan enjoyed Tonbridge. I left in 1952, and for my two years of national service was commissioned in to the Rifle Brigade. I served in Germany in 1953–4. I arrived at King’s, aged twenty, in 1954, and almost immediately joined the Ten Club, which met regularly to read plays. As I remember it, one was given a part to read at the start of each evening and then we read the play. There was, however, both before and after the reading, an opportunity to talk to and get to know those present.


It was over the course of several Ten Club meetings that I met and came to know Morgan, who, like myself, attended regularly. It seems likely that each year he wanted to meet the new undergraduates who had some interest in literature, and to see if any attracted him.





 




1956







Locked Diary, 21 April


King’s Chapel


Back little more than a week from Greece I went into the chapel2 today while the light was fading and the organ playing Bach and felt I had stumbled back into a world which had taken the wrong turning after Christ, and had tried to explain human suffering by the doctrine of suffering, redemption, and atonement, and had identified heavenly happiness with rest. The Greeks did not solve our troubles as was sometimes dreamily hoped, their wars were horrible and endless, they were greedy and unkind. But they did not impose a false solution as Christianity has, and as Bach, burbling and buzzing through endless variations on a chorale, would confirm. The scene was magnificent – brownish light poured through the west window and converted the stone to sandstone, and picked over the niches and emphasised their different altitudes, and from the east a black tunnel advanced and swallowed the fan vaulting. I was in the greatest building of the fifteenth century.







9 May


Various deaths


During the last six or five months, Johnny Simpson has died, Agnes has died, Ivor Ramsay threw himself from the top of the chapel on mother’s birthday, Stephen Glanville (Provost here) died a fortnight back in a twinkling, Sydney Wilkinson has not recovered from her operation, Patrick (she told me yesterday) has injured his hip-socket and will be permanently lame, Kenneth Harrison’s father is going dotty so that K (my best friend in King’s) may have to leave Cambridge to look after him.3


None of the above people I dislike, most of them I love, and the cumulative reaction on me is not sadness, but indifference to the young. It has come on me suddenly and might have anyhow. I have lost the quick warmth that used to accompany their approach or the expression of their opinions. I do not find this in Bob,4 whom I have mummified for my self preservation.







Commonplace Book, July


Himself and death


It is wrong to think one has to say something. It may be wrong to think one has something to say. An old author who is beginning his last book, as here I am, is depressed by the little effect his opinions have had – he might as well have never expressed them – and he is tempted to a last minute emphasis or to a filling up of gaps, which will make his purpose clearer. Vain effort – actually due to the shortness of time ahead of him, and to the sense of time wasted behind him. It is not to extend my influence that I am writing now, nor even to help. It is an attempt to be more honest with myself than I yet have, though such attempts usually defeat themselves through the self-consciousness they generate.


My life after death is unlikely to come in – though it might be if I was badly frightened. The belief that I may live after my breath ceases and my body begins to smell never occurs to me – either in the simple form cherished by my ancestors, or in the difficult modern ecclesiastical form, where the spiritual expert rebuffs the claimants to immortality, and convicts them of crudeness, and of unspirituality. I think of death as a permanent anaesthetic – to be reached amidst pain or fear if my luck is bad, and under perfect hospital conditions if the luck’s good. In either case it finishes me off as a memoirist or an observer. My great extension is not through time to eternity, but through space to infinity: here: now: and one of my complaints against modern conditions is that they prevent one from seeing the stars.





By the end of my second year, in the summer of 1956, I already knew Morgan quite well.




Locked Diary, 4 August


Brian Remnant


Remnant5 – will this funny name mean anything to me in two years time when I may next see him again, hardened and smartened by the RAF? I said a little when he went, very little, and that because I could not help it, too little for him to understand. His full-faced freshness, blue eyed, straight-staring courtesy: profile undistinguished. Myself – what a distinguished old man, and what I look like to him a glance at a looking glass must remind me. We were together from 4 to 6, and in incompatible ways happy.


Being a scholar, not a passing plough boy though he resembles one I may meet him again – coarsened, begirled, and lost, unless the feeling in me has struck a spark in him: unless his awe and excitement can be reborn as affection. If he was coming up in Oct. I should be in an odd state. He brought a cake from his mother to placate the oracle.







25 August


The Pleasures of Eroticism and Kenneth Harrison


For about a month – i.e. ever since I tried to conclude the Unwritten Novel6 – I have been controlled by erotic thoughts instead of controlling them, and I wish to record this unpleasant and disquieting experience, to the postponement of other work. I can not imagine a Catholic or other Religious reading this entry with trained sympathy or acquired contempt. For I do not want to be without the thoughts, however dirty they are, only to control them, and to stop them slipping into my mind in the form of half-sentences, hour after hour, until they tire it. The Christian way out of this is Confession, Absolution, Abnegation, and that it may work I do acknowledge. But it would leave me with out any of the pleasures of eroticism, and I do not want to sacrifice them. I want to have them in their amusing and helpful warmth, but intermittently. How is this to be done? Neither solitude nor companionship is a cure. The proper preventive is work, and it is only since Marianne Thornton7 has been finished, and the Unfinished Novel won’t finish that the trouble’s been a serious one.


This masturbational eroticism has had its conveniences. At all events I don’t go hanging about urinals or showing my aged genitals to girls. It has also its inconveniences and I hope to minimise them. When I done [sic] my broadcasting script I will try to finish the adventure of Lionel and Cocoanut8, and then I will go for a week to Holland.





I reopen book to enter events of day. Unimportant-seeming they may add up in the future. Most poignant is the return of Kenneth from York, ill-tempered and overtired. He has been preparing to move his dotty dad. K. my best friend in King’s. Does he know this? I do not remember anything that has been said – except Kenneth’s petulance against literary people, and the bitterness against the marriages which have robbed him of his friends. 50/50. It has rained on and off, cold between times.





Since Morgan knew me quite well, and since Kenneth Harrison, who had the rooms next door to his, was taking a sabbatical year in 1956–7, Morgan was invited to choose an undergraduate to be his neighbour for that year. He chose me. This came of course as a great surprise, but it was one which delighted me. I was fond of Morgan, and it was a rare privilege to be given rooms that were normally reserved for a fellow, next to his.


The rooms were immense by undergraduate standards. I had my own bedroom with an iron bedstead, which I had to climb up into. I shared a bathroom with Morgan, and I had a palatial living room-cum-study, looking across the front court to the chapel, so that I could hear the organ scholar practising in the evenings, as the sound of the organ was wafted across the court. This room was next to Morgan’s room, in which the Apostles9 met.





[image: ]

Forster in his rooms in King’s, mid-1950s.








However, before moving into Kenneth’s rooms, I had my second long vacation to take and this was when my exchange of letters with Morgan began. Whenever I was abroad, our letters to each other were quite lengthy, while those written in England were almost always very short, simply about arrangements to meet in London or Cambridge. I kept every one of Morgan’s, more than a hundred letters, and he kept fifteen of mine.


Why did he keep these particular letters? I believe it was because they either concerned my intimate relationships – invariably with girls – and told him something about me, or because I expressed great affection for him. I assume that he may have read some of these again.


In the summer of 1956 I took a job on the island of Capri as tutor to two Italian boys, to teach them English – one of them having an exam to take in September. The family was rich and aristocratic, a prince and princess, and my stay had its interest and gave me many tales to tell. I met through them a great range of people, from Renato Rascel, author of the pop song Arrivederci Roma, to the film star, Nadia Gray; and through a peeress from the north of England, who was holidaying on Capri, the novelists Curzio Malaparte and Alberto Moravia.10


I have of course wondered if Morgan saw this trip as the equivalent of his visit to the Countess Elizabeth von Arnim in 1905.11


I seem not to have written to Morgan until the end of my two months’ stay.




TWL to EMF, 31 August


I thought that I would not write to you until I had some clearly-formed impressions and opinions about this place, until I had got beneath the touristy skin to the bones below. But things haven’t turned out so simply as that; perhaps they never do. I had hoped that, despite my apprehensions – shared with you – about the restrictions of life here, about living in an unknown rich aristocratic family, about staying two and a half months, despite all this, yet I would be rewarded by a fascinating study of an unknown way of life and strange people provided only I kept my eyes and sensibilities open. Well, either I’m not observant enough or else – my ideas about southern strangeness and ‘unknown life’, etc. were rather over-romantic and wide of the mark. At any rate Capri has palled, and some days ago I gave notice to the princess, cutting fourteen days off my stay here.


My main trouble has been the horror of the children with whom I’m obliged to live a twelve-hour day: or rather the younger of the two. They’re both spoilt to a degree that I had never imagined before. They have never heard the word ‘no’, they have never been reprimanded let alone punished for anything. The younger, aged eleven, is the most selfish, rude, petulant, foul-mouthed12 (this is horrifying) and elaborately dishonest boy I’ve ever met. He begs money from all the guests in the house, and steals it from his parents. He takes his father’s cigarettes. He never tells the truth. I don’t myself think that there’s any way of improving him, let alone curing. And this is why. His father is the same and intends willy-nilly to bring the boy up in this way. He gives him everything, tells everyone how wonderful and clever and talented he is, tells the boy so. The mother is horrified, and fears that the elder boy will eventually hate his father for this favouritism. The elder is lazy and irritable but he believes the best of people, makes excuses for his brother and is very sensitive. All too much so. He’ll, I’m afraid, be a most unhappy person.


As to the parents, the mother is Roman, deeply religious, strictly brought up, incredibly neurotic, weak (in character) and invariably worn out. (I’ve still said nothing directly to her about leaving. Everything has to be done through a third party, she’s too nervous to talk to me.) The marriage has collapsed – the rift now widens continually over the problem child – and must have been fated from the start: indeed so it was, for the princess’s family cut her off when she first married. The husband is a conceited Neapolitan nobleman going to fat and to seed. Always a good-for-nothing he has the money to keep himself so. He’s bad-tempered, cruel, dishonest and fatuously concerned about always being in the limelight.


It is a difficult family to live with, but it has been an experience to be a servant and observe life from this angle.


My second trouble has been having no second life to offset the strain of the first. During my working day I never meet anyone under forty – another thing which is hardly good for the boys – and I’m not free till 10 p.m. And then, tired and irritable, I just meander alone. Of course, I’ve read, and written letters and a diary, and met the odd person, but still no one of my age and after seven weeks it became an additional strain.


It’s possible I’ll visit Cambridge just for one day in September, when I shall certainly come to see you. Either then, or later, I’ll have much to talk about. Having got so far, I suddenly cannot launch into my feelings about Capri itself.


I hope you’ve survived this horrible summer in England. For me it’s hard even to imagine.





I need not have worried about the older boy’s English exam. He took it near Naples and the Prince paid the examiner so much before the exam and so much when the boy’s pass was announced. I was told that the princess was quite ignorant of this arrangement.


And so I left Capri and had a delightful time in Rome, staying with one of the Princess’s friends whom I had met on Capri. I explored Rome and its outskirts on a motor scooter, undoubtedly the best way to do it.


In July, Egypt, under President Nasser, nationalised the Suez Canal, and thus started what became known as the Suez Crisis.


Morgan wrote to me on 14 September from Leiden,13 where he was staying with Dutch friends.




I am abroad myself, though scarcely in your surroundings, and I must send you a line to thank you for your most interesting letter.


Your experience is what’s called ‘most valuable’, but it could have been just as valuable if it had lasted two and a half weeks instead of months, and I don’t doubt that you are regretting the losses in temper and time. I hope you kept some sort of diary, for what you got across to me is quite out of the way. I was a servant myself for three months when I was your age, but under more normal circumstances, and I got on with the other servants.


I’ve hauled myself out here for a week’s change. It is a pleasant place but as it is a university town on which rain falls constantly, the change is not a marked one. I stay near Dutch friends who kindly drive me about. The absence of sun certainly has been appalling and has got everyone down, and I think may have had political consequences: people who would otherwise have done some thinking about Suez and Cyprus have become too sogged to operate.


Tomorrow we see the Rembrandt exhibition at Rotterdam, Sunday we lunch at the Roman Catholic University of Nijmegen, Monday at this university (Protestant). The outgoing rector inducts the ingoing with a forty-five minute speech in Dutch, ending however with the words ‘Salve, Rector Magnifice, dunque Salve’. It is for the sake of these words and of the sherry that succeeds them that I am attending.





I returned to Cambridge, to the rooms next to Morgan, to the start of my third year, which was overshadowed by the Hungarian Revolution, which broke out on 23 October, and by the ongoing Suez crisis – Britain, France and Israel invaded Egypt in the last days of October.


At the Founder’s Feast14 in December 1956, I sat next to Morgan, when Noel Annan,15 the provost, made a speech in which he looked back over the recent history of the college. At one point, he said how delighted the college had been to welcome ‘Britain’s greatest living novelist’ to live within it. Some minutes later, I asked Morgan if he hadn’t been embarrassed by these words, ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘not at all!’ He may usually have appeared very diffident, but he always reverted to a good opinion of his worth as a great novelist and a great artist.






















1957







Commonplace Book, 1957


The Paris Review


‘As for living novelists I suppose E.M. Forster is the best, not knowing what there is, but at least he’s a semi-finalist, wouldn’t you think? Somerset Maugham once said to me, “We have a novelist here, E.M. Forster, though I don’t expect he’s familiar to you.” Well I could have kicked him. Did he think I carried a papoose on my back? Why I’d go on my hands and knees to get to Forster. He wrote once something I’ve always remembered: “It has never happened to me that I’ve had to choose between betraying a friend and betraying my country, but if it ever does so happen I hope I have the guts to betray my country.” Now doesn’t that make the Fifth Amendment look like a bum.’





Dorothy Parker,16 interviewed in the Paris Review17 gave the above agreeable surprise. Has she not dusted over and failed? I have not read her lately and she sounds out at elbows.





In 1956–7 I was working towards my Finals, working quite hard, though very much distracted by my relationship with a very intelligent Hungarian refugee, who subsequently obtained a Cambridge doctorate. I had a very close relationship with her, and then lost touch in the autumn of 1957. She came into my life again many years later.


I took my final exams in the summer of 1957 and immediately left for Canada – even before graduation – to work for a paper company based in Liverpool, Nova Scotia. I feel sure that I wrote to Morgan while my friend Garry and I,18 whose father had arranged the job, spent eleven weeks working in the Nova Scotian woods on a survey of the trees from which newspaper is made.




Morgan wrote me a delightful letter on 3 August:





If we don’t take care we shall never write to each other, which would be a pity, so here is a line though I don’t know your address and have not indeed much to say. The visit to Austria with the Buckinghams is my show-bit of news I suppose; a crowded and rewarding fortnight during which I sometimes felt hot and tired. Climax in Vienna (to which we went in a boat down the Danube) – where my one Austrian friend has been so good as to become head of all the antiquities and monuments in his country. This meant having a super-guide to the museums, churches, castles, sceneries, and the only difficulty is now, when we are trying to sort them out, and keep ten baroque abbeys and twelve Breughels apart.
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