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7
            FOREWORD

         

         It sits mighty heavy on the stomach, but the ‘Omelette Arnold Bennett’ remains a permanent fixture on the Savoy Grill’s restaurant menu. Whether this original version really is the best of any Bennett-based recipe remains open to question. But it’s only the Grill that can still serve a dish cooked and prepared exactly to the tastes of the eponymous Bennett during a summer visit in 1929. This was an era when the whims of this guest carried all the authority of a powerful, politically-connected man with great sway over public opinion – a fact of which Benito Manetta, the Grill’s then maître d’, would have been nervously aware.

         In an age when Bennett’s reputation has long faded, this immortalisation on the hotel’s menu is one of the last reminders (outside the best of his novels) of his extraordinary influence in the early twentieth century. By the 1920s he ‘occupied a position in English life unique among English men of letters’.1 In his heyday, Bennett was marked out by his trademark quiff, his imperious rolling gait, his gold fob watch, and his dandified dress sense. He had built an entirely synthetic public persona to compensate for shyness and the crippling stutter that plagued him throughout his life. Bennett was always a master at manipulating image and public opinion. This was a novelist, after all, who had managed to weaponise fiction as a leading light in government military propaganda during the First World War.

         Bennett’s career as a professional writer began at the age of twenty-six, in 1894, on a weekly women’s-interest title: he churned out fashion and household management advice, and reviewed romantic fiction under the pseudonym ‘Barbara’. From these unlikely beginnings, in the years running up to his death in 1931, aged sixty-three, he had achieved a status approaching that of national oracle, pronouncing in the press on everything from the future of marriage to whether or not there was a God.

         In later life he rarely visited his Northern birthplace, although he remained proud of his Staffordshire roots and humble upbringing in the ‘Five Towns’, which provided the backdrop of so much of his early novels. Bennett’s spiritual home, however, lay amongst the glitter of London’s West End. He had himself 8in mind when he began his first published novel, A Man from the North, with the assertion that there was ‘a certain kind of youth of whom it may be said that he is born to be a Londoner’.2 Today, Bennett is known chiefly as a serious novelist. As the author of The Old Wives’ Tale, Clayhanger and Riceyman Steps, he has claims on the first rank of literary fiction. Yet Bennett was just as proud of his numerous lighter novels such as The Card, his plays, and his journalism. He believed strongly in the ‘pocket philosophies’ that he wrote to help the working man and woman make the most of their lives. These unashamedly popular works were written for an enormous new constituency of readers who had benefitted from improved literacy standards resulting from the 1870 Education Act and other reforms.

         In his role as a literary writer, however, Bennett’s connection to the lower orders put him on a collision course with the class hostility of Virginia Woolf and her Bloomsbury Group acolytes. As John Carey highlights in The Intellectuals and the Masses, this was an era of widespread upper-class hostility to the idea of mass culture:

         
            The intellectuals could not, of course, actually prevent the masses from attaining literacy. But they could prevent them reading literature by making it too difficult for them to understand – and this is what they did. The early twentieth century saw a determined effort, on the part of the European intelligentsia, to exclude the masses from culture. In England this movement has become known as modernism.3

         

         Carey argues that from the perspective of modernists such as T.S. Eliot or D.H. Lawrence ‘realism of the sort that it was assumed the masses appreciated was abandoned. So was logical coherence.’ Instead, ‘irrationality and obscurity were cultivated’.4 While Bennett was himself an intellectual, ‘his fictions were designed to narrow the abyss between himself and those from whom his intellectual orthodoxies estranged him’. Carey pronounced Bennett the ‘hero’ of his book.5

         Nobody reading Woolf’s letters or diaries can mistake her disdain for self-made men such as Bennett, who ‘banged at the door of fortune like a weekly rent-collector’ as one of his countless obituarists so vividly put it.6 But Woolf’s contempt for him concentrated on the supposed literary shortcomings of his realism – an outmoded writing style, as she saw it, rooted deep in the 9High Victorian age. Today Woolf is seen as having demolished Bennett, and she certainly dealt considerable damage to his posthumous reputation. But by the last half of the 1920s it was Bennett who held the whip hand in this relationship, and Woolf was cowed by his journalistic power to determine the success of her books. Between them, perhaps, there had grown to be a measure of grudging respect.

         Although his thirteen-year feud with Woolf has been described as ‘one of the most celebrated literary feuds of the twentieth century’, there were long periods when Bennett (perhaps foolishly) seemed to regard her as background noise.7 By the turn of the 1920s he had far more pressing matters to consider as ‘a public figure in a way that no other English writer has been before or since’.8 He had become one of the best-connected figures across the English Establishment: it’s hard to find a memoir or collection of letters by the then great and good that does not have some reference to Arnold Bennett. His life sheds new light on a number of the most influential figures of his age – in particular Lord Beaverbrook, one of the founders of the mass circulation popular press, and fellow author H. G. Wells. Bennett’s life speaks to anybody with an interest in Britain (and to an extent the United States) in the early modern age. Given his handicaps and modest background, Bennett’s biggest triumph was perhaps (as with Wells) his success in smashing through the constraints and snobberies of the prevailing class system to become such a respected member of the British Establishment.

         Despite his significance as a public figure in the early twentieth century, there has been no full-life biography since 1974. The present work looks to reappraise Bennett’s life with the benefit of all the archival material, papers and published works that have emerged over the intervening years. It looks to consider the real personality behind the public celebrity, and the nature of his relationships. There was much about Bennett that perplexed his friends: as Aldous Huxley said, ‘his relations with women, or rather the women with whom he elected to have relations, require a good deal of explanation’.9 We shall look in depth at Bennett’s tempestuous marriage with Marguerite Soulié, a woman from whom he became estranged, but was never allowed to divorce. And the work reappraises, too, his unusual relationship with his long-term mistress, Dorothy Cheston, an accomplished West End actress of her day.

         Bennett’s published work is considered insofar as it can be seen as autobiographical. This biography is not intended to be a work of literary 10criticism. Nor does it try to provide a comprehensive factual account of every area of Bennett’s life and all his writing: his circle and interests were enormous. The aim is to bring Bennett to life for a modern generalist audience, while keeping due regard, I hope, for all the most important waypoints in his career.

         The book draws on a range of archival material, particularly Bennett’s Journals, ‘side diaries’ and letters held in the Berg Collection at the New York Public Library, much of which is unpublished. This includes the 1930 Journal covering the last full year of Bennett’s life – unredacted, and probably the most candid diary Bennett ever wrote. Elsewhere in New York, the New School Archives and Special Collections contain unpublished material relevant to Bennett’s early days in Paris. Within the UK, there was fresh material to be found amongst the other main repositories of Bennett papers, notably Keele University, University College London, the Potteries Museum & Art Gallery in Stoke-on-Trent, the British Library, the National Archives, and the Beaverbrook Papers in the Parliamentary Archives.

         Memoirs by people who knew Bennett have also been published since the last biography – in particular Frank Swinnerton’s reflections about the two men’s long friendship.10 His book, which he held back from publication until after the death of Bennett’s mistress in 1977, makes a series of allegations about the circumstances surrounding his friend’s death. He thought that it was ‘a pity … Bennett’s biographers never met the man … they seek to recreate’.11

         Whether this would really have made any difference to Bennett’s legacy remains open to question. Perhaps the poet Humbert Wolfe best summed up his long-time friend and correspondent years after Bennett’s death as ‘that oddest mixture that ever lived, the shy card, the loving cynic, the business genius, and above all the 100 per cent he-man who was 60 per cent a woman and 39 per cent a child’.12 Hopefully, the personality that emerges from this biography will help make sense of what Wolfe was trying to say.
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            ONE

            DEATH WATCH

         

         The story of the mysterious circumstances running up to Arnold Bennett’s death from typhoid, aged sixty-three, on the evening of Friday 27 March 1931, and the tensions, mistrust and hatred between those gathered for the final vigil at his Marylebone apartment might have been lifted from the pages of his own creative works.

         Bennett had a fascination for the awe-inspiring, and yet in some ways anti-climatic, final close-down of the human body, and all that means for the loved ones and dependants left behind. With his trademark loose-leaf notebook to hand, he had throughout his life seized every opportunity to chronicle the minutiae of death – and indeed everything else that interested him (which was pretty much everything; he was, after all, the author of works such as Things That Have Interested Me).13

         Bennett had loved dearly his mother, Sarah, the no-nonsense matriarch from the Potteries, writing to her, he claimed, every day during his adult life. Yet sitting by her bedside in November 1914 he lost no detail about the process of her dying – the angle of her head, the feel of her hands. It was all noted down in his Journal. Bennett, who veered on atheism, could tell you about death rattles, blood poisoning, fevers, and the significance of cooling skin. He was an authority on Cheyne-Stokes breathing, the noisy halting respiration of an invalid which was the harbinger of death for the hero of Lord Raingo, his satirical novel about an adulterous government minister during the First World War.14 Where better to look for inspiration than the bedrooms of the sick and dying? They provided, as Bennett wrote in The Old Wives’ Tale, ‘Tragedy in ten thousand acts’.15

         As in his fiction, at the end of his own life it was the onset of Cheyne-Stokes breathing that alerted Bennett’s doctors that the end was close. The change in the rhythm of his breathing signalled the onset of ‘severe blood poisoning’, according to a posthumous report by Bennett’s consultant, Sir William Willcox of Welbeck Street.16 Just as Bennett would scrutinise the dental work of the dying, his doctors recorded that the patient had no teeth, save two in his upper 12jaw. On his deathbed there was no trace of the dandy, acclaimed as ‘the best dressed author in London’ by Tailor & Cutter magazine.17 Bennett was oblivious to the dramas playing out in the adjoining rooms.

         On that early spring evening visitors to the apartment in Chiltern Court, a newly renovated Portland stone mansion block above Baker Street station, found Bennett’s mistress, Dorothy Cheston (or rather Dorothy Cheston Bennett, as she had expanded her name by deed poll), aged thirty-nine, tall, with her hair still vivid blonde and bobbed, to be a distant figure. She spent the early evening of the vigil stalking the long parquet floors in the corridors, reluctant, for whatever reason, to spend much time at Bennett’s bedside.18

         She appeared distracted, and those summoned to the death vigil felt ignored, and complained there was nothing to eat. Dorothy had never settled in the fourteen-room apartment the couple had moved into the previous November. Requiring costly structural engineering, it was a lateral conversion of two adjoining second-floor flats, with servants’ quarters provided by a vertical grab into yet another apartment on the floor above. The couple had invested huge amounts of time and money in adapting the new home exactly to their requirements. What they had overlooked, however, were the muffled sounds from the Underground tunnels deep below Chiltern Court’s foundations.19 Dorothy rapidly found this intolerable. To Bennett’s old friend the publisher and novelist Frank Swinnerton she had said that these subterranean rumblings and vibrations ‘went right up my rectum’.20 (Nearly forty years later, he still recalled this ‘memorable’ choice of words in his final memoirs.21)

         The flat seemed an impersonal space, bisected by a long corridor ‘as one finds in a large hotel’, as one of Bennett’s regular visitors described it, with ‘hundreds of yards of steel book-case’, and painted off-white throughout. (Virginia Woolf may have worked hard to destroy Bennett’s literary reputation, but on his death there were a number of her works, first editions, leatherbound, shelved in his library, as the probate sale at Sotheby’s would show.) The main reception room, smelling heavily of cigar smoke as Bennett’s sister noted, was furnished with heavy Empire furniture, Georgian clocks, a pair of Hepplewhite armchairs, and an eighteenth-century Broadway piano on which Bennett would practice every day. On the walls, a Caravaggio hung in pride of place above the fireplace, and elsewhere there were Picasso’s Salomé, a Toulouse-Lautrec lithograph (Brandes et le Bargy dans ‘Cabotins’), and numerous English sporting and yachting 13prints.22 Throughout the apartment the spoils of Bennett’s lifetime pursuit of costly antiques were displayed, from the seventeenth-century Dutch ratchet clock to more esoteric items, like a giant Oriental paperweight in which was entombed a coiled red snake.

         Bennett’s family were ushered into the sitting room (presumably by Bennett’s live-in secretary, Winifred Nerney, as Dorothy had said the servants were out). His sisters – Fanny Gertrude Beardmore, now a large, bustling justice of the peace, and Tertia Kennerley, a homely, gentle woman, Bennett’s favourite sibling – had only occasionally visited their brother’s new home. Like their brother, both these women had risen from their humble Potteries origins, although by no means to the same degree.

         Nephews and nieces and other hangers-on, summoned by telegram as Bennett’s condition had deteriorated rapidly, arrived during the course of the evening. An appearance by his brother Frank may have been an unwelcome surprise to some family members. He was still cold-shouldered after stealing from their mother’s modest estate while handling probate during the First World War, as Bennett had told the family in a round-robin letter.23 Frank’s son Richard had arrived too, now a middle-manager at ICI, whom Bennett had funded through Oundle School and Cambridge University.

         Frank Swinnerton – ‘Henry’, as Bennett called his longtime friend, greeting him always with a one-finger salute to the forehead – was asked to wait with the family group, according to his memoirs.24 Aldous Huxley and Max Beaverbrook, who knew each other well, were placed together in a separate room. As the press magnate, who considered Bennett his closest friend, smoked ‘Romeo y Julieta’ cigars, his reporters followed bulletins on the invalid’s health by the hour. A few miles away, in Fleet Street that evening, stand-by obituaries had been set in lead in the composing rooms of Beaverbrook’s Daily Express and Evening Standard.

         Bennett’s neighbour H.G. Wells had been down earlier in the evening from his flat four floors above, but there were none of his signature ‘little pips of mischievous laughter’ on this occasion.25 Bennett’s friendship with his New York publisher had cooled in recent years, but George Doran broke off a European business trip to pay his respects. (Bennett’s death would be widely reported in the United States, where he had a strong following and friendships with a number of authors, especially Theodore Dreiser, whose work he particularly admired.) The visitors saw no trace of Virginia, the couple’s four-year-old 14daughter. Swinnerton later described the atmosphere as ‘heavy with distress’.26

         The black bakelite telephones must have been ringing incessantly, with reporters and friends from across his vast circle hungry for news. (Bennett had installed two lines, one for his exclusive use.) His unopened personal post must have been piling up; he was a tireless correspondent. One of his last surviving letters was from Marguerite Radclyffe Hall, the author of the banned novel The Well of Loneliness: Bennett had rallied to her defence. Sending her best wishes, she told him plaintively that ‘good authors are hard to find’. James Joyce would surely have been in contact: Bennett had met him for a lavish dinner at Le Trianon restaurant during a trip he and Dorothy had made to Paris earlier in the New Year.

         In a nearby hotel, meanwhile, shunned by all yet desperate for news, was Marguerite Bennett – separated from Bennett in 1921 but still the legal spouse, refusing a divorce, and to the end asserting her prerogative to be regarded as the rightful Mrs Arnold Bennett. She had rushed from Paris as soon as she heard of Bennett’s rapid decline. In her diary she wrote that she could not resist walking in the dark to Chiltern Court, looking upwards to wonder which were his windows. She must have been well wrapped up: it was an unseasonably cold evening.27

         The death vigil presaged a form of national mourning. The local council had already paid tribute by strewing straw to dampen traffic sounds on the road below the sickroom – the last time a municipality in Britain would honour the passing of any notable in this way. (Bennett would not, however, be allowed to rest in Westminster Abbey, despite the best of Beaverbrook’s lobbying.)

         All the main protagonists in this drama advanced their own theories – or self-justifications – about the circumstances that led to Bennett’s death. Books and newspaper articles were published by both Marguerite Bennett and Dorothy Cheston. H. G. Wells and Frank Swinnerton wrote their own accounts, and Beaverbrook’s views become clear from his voluminous correspondence. Most intriguing of all, perhaps, is an unpublished document titled ‘Circumstances of Death – Private’ which was prepared by Bennett’s oldest sister, Fanny, immediately after her final visit to Chiltern Court. She told her sibling, Tertia, that she had written a formal testimony ‘In view of the statements you say are to be found [in the forthcoming publication of Bennett’s Journal]. How is posterity to know the truth of Arnold Bennett’s death, I wonder, if facts are to be so falsely treated and published so soon after his death?’28 So did posterity ever find out? 15Have we ever really understood the life (and passing) of Arnold Bennett, and those he associated with? It seems somehow appropriate that the deathbed scene of an author who had spent his entire life conjuring up the most ingenious novels and plays should conclude with such a twist.
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            TWO

            A LIFE OF AWKWARDNESS

         

         Strictly speaking Bennett did not stutter. When he tried to talk there might be occasional preliminary noises – as if to signal that words were on their way. One of his oldest friends, H.G. Wells, compared these sounds to a ‘penny whistle’.29 More generally, though, in social situations or times of stress, Bennett’s voice box seemed to freeze. In response, he wrestled with speech as if with physical force: his shoulders and face contorted with strain, his chest heaved, until, at last, he could dislodge a stubborn word. As one friend wryly observed, ‘the pause periods were embarrassing both to himself and his listeners’.30

         Of all the posthumous accounts written about the curse of Bennett’s disorder, Somerset Maugham’s carried the sympathetic insight of one who had himself suffered a speech impediment since childhood. The two men, who had known each other for nearly three decades, were never close; they avoided trying to talk to each other in public for fear of ridicule. Yet when Maugham was asked to write an introduction to the 1933 edition of The Old Wives’ Tale, he claimed that Bennett had suffered far more deeply from his disability than previously thought. It was a lifelong struggle, which ‘tore him to pieces. Few know the humiliation it exposed him to, the ridicule it excited, the impatience it raised.’31

         Although Bennett spoke more easily in intimate settings, the severity of his impediment, at least during his early adulthood, compounded his natural shyness and the difficulties he faced in his relations with women. It is hard to overstate the significance of this handicap for a man who so loved society, and whose entire life’s work was devoted to words and communication. Large public occasions were always Bennett’s biggest torment. When asked to say a few words as guest of honour at a Potteries banquet, his response was to hold up his pen, managing to blurt out, ‘I do not speak, I write.’ He was unable to address an adoring audience after a successful West End opening of one of his plays. Nor could he accept the invitations heaped on him for public speeches, or, in later life, interviews by the BBC. Bennett was a great fan of the wireless, always buying the most up-to-date receiver, but he is very probably the only significant 17public figure of this era of whom there remains no archived voice recording.

         Bennett’s problems with speech, which had afflicted him since his earliest years, had such a profound effect on so many areas of his life that he was forced to develop complex coping mechanisms. Apart from his ‘penny whistle’ sounds, he would walk ‘with a grave deliberate swagger’, always dressed in the most immaculate Savile Row tailoring to make his mark in grand public events.32 He created a vocabulary of gestures and facial expressions to serve in place of words. Even when words eluded him, as they often did in difficult situations, Bennett could still project his presence, looking ‘at his chosen prey with a fierce flat eye, and the air of a man refusing to finance a tin mine’.33

         By the 1920s, when he had become one of the most recognised men in Britain, Bennett teetered on looking like a caricature of himself (he was a staple for cartoonists in the national press). He would have been hard to miss in a crowd, with what his close friend Frederick Marriott described as his ‘way-ward front lock of hair; his slightly protruding front teeth, corrugated chin and full drooping eyelids’.34 At around five foot eight inches (1.73 m) tall, and always heavy set, he had shoulders so rigid that his body had no natural swing as he walked. He swayed stiffly from side to side, and moved with a heavy awkward gait. He had indeed ‘a number of profoundly individual and striking characteristics’ that set him apart from his fellows, as Marriott remarked.35 But the public face of Bennett bore little resemblance to the private man. Wells was one of the few ever to realise the extent to which Bennett’s image was largely a front: it was ‘a cool and systematic exploitation of his own oddities’.36

         Bennett never gave much away about his own upbringing in the six towns that now make up Stoke-on-Trent – the Potteries region. He thought there was a better ring to ‘Five Towns’, which is how he always described his birthplace. This was a land which in his later life Bennett described as the ‘Sahara’ as far as the rest of the country was concerned.37 The blasted urbanscape of his childhood was the crucible of the world’s pottery and china industry: one of Bennett’s most vivid memories was of the ‘gigantic smoke clouds rolling over the stems of a thousand factory chimneys’.38 Forgotten in their northern exile, the Potteries existed, Bennett wrote sardonically, ‘for no better reason than so that you may drink tea from a teapot and toy with a chop on a plate’.39 But whatever its privations, Bennett remained proud of his origins. He kept his ties to the region right up to his death in 1931.18

         Bennett’s earliest years were such a closed book that it was his upbringing, or so his friends believed, that explained his stutter and all his other idiosyncrasies of character. It had been his family that had made him, as Wells described, such ‘an odd card’.40 Accounts of his childhood vary, but there seems to be agreement that the most profound influence on Bennett was his father, Enoch – a problematic relationship which was rarely touched on in any of the son’s published writings or private diaries.

         Bennett’s maternal grandfather, Robert Longson, must have had conflicting feelings when Enoch arrived in the spring of 1866 at his double-fronted draper’s shop in St John’s Square in the Potteries town of Burslem to ask for his daughter Sarah’s hand in marriage. His prospective son-in-law was not, by all accounts, a prepossessing figure. He was a taciturn twenty-three-year-old with a keen sense of his own importance. With a tall, spare frame and auburn hair, Enoch’s most striking feature was a protruding lower lip; as if to compensate, he had grown a thick moustache.

         In Longson’s mind, it strengthened Enoch’s suit that he came from a highly respectable, established, chapel-going family. Both families had been rooted for generations in the North Staffordshire region. Enoch’s own father John had enjoyed modest success in the pottery business, building up his small Sneyd factory which sold cheap everyday china to the wholesale market. He was a public figure as superintendent of the Sunday School, and a stalwart of the Wesleyan Methodist Church. Although the Bennett family also ran a stall selling eggs, bacon and cheese in the crowded Saturday open-air market, they just about counted as members of the lower middle class – an important signifier in this rigidly stratified society, with such a distinction placed between the business owner and employee.

         It was a tight-knit gossipy community, bound together by commerce and chapel, and Longson would have been concerned about Enoch’s failure to carve out a career. Having left school at twelve, he had never settled down to the path his family ordained for him in the pottery industry. His father had made it clear that he was never going to pay for his son’s real ambition, which was to study for the law. Disheartened, Enoch flunked a pottery apprenticeship and became a pupil-teacher (a classroom assistant) before trying to start his own pottery business, which promptly collapsed. He never wavered from his determination to become a solicitor. Perhaps that was what attracted Sarah, who was the older 19and less vivacious of the two Longson sisters. There would have seemed little else to recommend Enoch to a pretty twenty-six-year-old woman with dark hair pulled back from an elfin face. With her trim figure and a keen fashion sense drawn from years working in the dress department of her father’s drapery shop, she could be considered a great catch for Enoch.

         It still must have seemed a leap of faith for her to marry Enoch on 9 August 1866, departing the cosy quarters above the family business for a man who had nothing to offer but his dream – and, as it turned out, a heroic capacity for hard work. After the wedding, the couple moved out of Burslem, nearly two miles down an unmade road with ribbon developments of shops and terraced homes, to take up a small two-storey shop with pokey living quarters in Hope Street, a far less salubrious area of the adjoining district of Hanley. Enoch would have to wait until the death of his father, four years later, before he inherited enough money to begin the grinding haul of evening study for his solicitors exams. In the meantime, he scrabbled enough funds together to convert their new home into a drapery shop. By the time their first child, Arnold, was born at 10.30 a.m. on the morning of 27 May 1867, the business was starting to fail.

         Although he felt it deeply beneath him, Enoch turned to pawnbroking. The hall passageway at Hope Street became piled high with black bundles of clothes – the usual deposit or ‘pledge’ from those who had nothing else of value to exchange for a few shillings to help fend off the landlord. The pawnshop played an essential role in this community of poorly paid manual workers, many of whom enjoyed no security of employment. Shoehorned into innumerable rows of workers’ cottages, ‘men rose at six and went to bed when the public houses were shut’.41 During the years of Bennett’s childhood, many pottery workers were surviving on subsistence wages. There was perpetual friction between unions and employers: strikes and lockouts were almost daily occurrences. Owners of the four hundred or so ‘potbanks’ strewn across the six towns of Bennett’s youth could credibly argue that profitability was volatile because of their reliance on export markets, and the industry had taken a huge blow during the American Civil War. The local labour movement never marshalled itself effectively to get the upper hand. By 1890 even the weekly Pottery Gazette (no ally to organised labour) warned that the industry needed to consider the consequences of wage levels which had been on the slide over the previous twenty years.42

         Although Enoch was just about making a living, Sarah must have felt keenly 20the contrast with her comfortable upbringing above the Longson drapery shop. Beyond the black leather family Bible and various tapestry heirlooms, there was nothing of real value in the home of Bennett’s birth to distinguish it from that of the labourers and other pottery workers who lived (sometimes in households of two or even three families) packed into the surrounding houses.

         Sarah’s life appeared devoted entirely to child-rearing. After Bennett was born, the couple had a total of eight children over the next decade, of which three died in infancy. As his nephew, George Beardmore, later wrote, ‘Arnold rarely knew his mother Sarah except when she was pregnant.’43 Their home was a maelstrom of domesticity, shouting and smells – a perpetual cycle of nappies and childrens’ clothes boiling in the outside washing cauldron. Depending on wind conditions, clothes left out to dry could rapidly be covered in a coat of black soot from the pottery chimneys.

         From the beginning of the couple’s family life, Enoch made it clear to Sarah that his own wishes and needs must always take precedence over those of the children. He rapidly became the embodiment of a Victorian patriarch. Even carrying a latchkey was beneath his dignity. On returning home, George Beardmore said, ‘he would tap with his signet ring on the glass front panel of the front door so that his wife might come running to open it … his outlook was that of a school master, he was critical, he was clever, he was inclined to be contemptuous’.44

         This was hardly unusual behaviour in that era, particularly in the Potteries where Wesleyan Methodism held sway, with all its emphasis on self-discipline and traditional family life. When Enoch was not serving in the pawnshop, he was holed up in the front room studying for his law exams. Sarah was left to deal with the domestic mayhem of the growing family crammed into a tiny home. With only occasional employment of a maid, Bennett was forced from an early age to help with the five surviving younger children.

         As soon as he could read, Bennett spent whatever free time he had immersed in books, and he was one of the most able pupils at the Infants’ Wesleyan School in Burslem’s Swan Square, near his maternal grandparents’ drapery shop. He comes across as a priggish and probably unlikeable child, wrapped up in his lessons and actively discouraged by his parents from mixing with other children. In spite of his own most modest means, Enoch hated the thought that his son associated with what he he saw as social inferiors. 21

         Unsurprisingly, Bennett found it hard to fit in with his peers when he moved in 1877 to the far rougher one-guinea-a-term Burslem Endowed School, housed in the magnificent Wedgwood Institute. Built by public subscription in the Venetian Gothic style to honour the eponymous pottery magnate and philanthropist, the building was on Queen Street, just a few hundred yards down from Burslem’s Swan Square. Bennett kept largely to himself, seemingly lost in his own internal world, as one contemporary remembered. He radiated a sense of superiority, instantly marked out in the playground by his trousers: all his classmates wore knickerbockers. Once, Bennett was discovered to have a pair of kid gloves. One imagines that he had no choice but to dress as his father instructed him. Whatever the sacrifices, the Bennetts were determined to be seen as middle-class in a school attended by ‘downright ruffians of the Potteries’ – as Harold Hales, one of Bennett’s contemporaries at the school, later described them.45

         It was not just his stutter that laid Bennett open to teasing: he came over as physically awkward and uncoordinated. He was rapidly nicknamed ‘Nocker’, Hales recalled.46 Partly this was a play on the name ‘Enoch’ – he was so baptised after his father, although he was always known by his second name, Arnold (‘A.B.’ to his friends in later years). Mainly, though, his classmates dubbed him ‘Nocker’ quite simply because he was clumsy and (k)nocked into things. As with the most felicitous nicknames, it completely captured Bennett’s stiff walk and lack of natural swing.

         Although Enoch discouraged his son from joining in games of football, Hales remembered one occasion when his classmate managed to play that sport, for which he was ‘entirely unsuited’. To general incredulity, he managed to score after a ‘mad rush’ at the opposition goal: Bennett’s face lit up in a ‘berserk air of triumph’, Hales remembered.47

         Bennett must have cut a lonely figure in the playground, and he was ‘ragged a great deal’.48 But it says something important about the schoolboy Bennett’s resilience and character that he refused to allow himself to be bullied. There was something about his manner that kept his classmates in check, a warning signal about his capacity for physical violence. As Hales put it, Bennett was ‘proud as Lucifer beneath his outward meekness … he would have retaliated to the point of murder had anyone inflicted physical indignity upon him’. 49

         Beyond school, the broader community made a deep and lifelong impression 22on Bennett as he was growing up. In his fiction he never glossed over the past cruelties of Potteries life – a world where the workhouse cane was soaked in brine before it flayed the back of a young absconder, as he described in a graphic scene in Clayhanger. He understood how unscrupulous pottery owners abused their workers; the slow and miserable death so many faced from lead poisoning; the child labour and the invidious system of forcing men to cash their earnings in a pub, with all the temptations that provided.

         Such was the demand for coal to fire the pottery kilns that the North Staffordshire countryside in the last half of the nineteenth century was constantly being disfigured by the digging of large open mines. (The industry’s main raw material, clay, was largely shipped in from Cornwall.) Yet from this urban desolation the Five Towns were capable of producing the finest and most translucent bone china: the Bank of England’s official gold assayer supplied a special line of ‘liquid gold’ to the Potteries for the most rarefied creations.50 The best of Doulton or Wedgwood pottery products were laid out at royal banquets, and in British governor-general residences across the colonies. From Paris to New York, Staffordshire plate was in demand from the world’s grandest department stores. Far from being a provincial outpost, the Potteries had built a name internationally for the excellence of their artistry and the design and skills of their craftsmen.

         With finished products shipped by canal to Liverpool and other ports, the Five Towns when Bennett was born exported everything from the most ornate soup tureens to utility chamberpots across the Empire and the English-speaking world. During his upbringing Bennett built up an encyclopedic knowledge of this industry. It had the strongest pull on him, and shaped his writing well into the time of the First World War.

         Among those with any claim to the region’s prosperity, there was a fierce pride and swagger in the Potteries. During Bennett’s childhood, lavish municipal buildings were built by public subscription – like the Baroque Old Town Hall in Burslem, crowned by a cupola supporting a magnificent gilded angel. It was a world which valued culture: there were free libraries, theatres, public recitals, debating societies and lectures. For entertainment, there were dances, chophouses, pubs and travelling circuses. On Saturdays the market transformed the Burslem town square with arrays of cheese, eggs, fish and fruit piled high under canvas. 23

         Every August there was the ‘orgiastic carnival’ of the ‘Wakes’, featuring everything from bare-knuckle boxing and menageries of wild animals to displays of French Revolution atrocities and exhibitions of the symptoms of ‘unspeakable diseases’.51 For the ‘frenzied jolly drunkards’ this was their brief but officially sanctioned respite from the rigours of Potteries life – and perhaps from the hold of the Methodist Church.52

         In the 1870s, Primitive Methodism (the ‘Ranters’) had tightened its grip in Burslem after the leadership vacuum left by the death of John Wesley, the Church’s spiritual leader, in 1791. Even as a child, Bennett found the Nonconformist belief that salvation lay in being ‘born again’ impossible to accept. ‘I preferred damnation to conversion, it is less humiliating’, as he later wrote.53 Yet he was always fascinated by the theatrical intensity of a full-blooded ‘Ranters’ sermon. It is striking that in Bennett’s Potteries fiction none of his characters ever left a chapel service without some feeling of dread and gloom. For him, the Sabbath was ‘odious’, with congregations ‘abjectly bent and tortured by conscience’, as he described the proceedings in his novel Anna of the Five Towns.54 Nevertheless, the Wesleyan Methodist movement had a social function. As with the Wakes, it was an important part of the fabric of the community and traditions that bound the region together during the last decades of the nineteenth century.

         After ten years of ‘unexampled hard work’, Enoch at last qualified as a solicitor in 1876, now aged thirty-three. After training as an articled clerk, he set up as a solicitor on his own account in Piccadilly, in the Potteries town of Hanley.

         Enoch’s dedication – perhaps obsession – with his studies had come at a cost to the family. Working all day in the pawnshop, with most of the evening spent immersed in his textbooks, meant that Enoch was a remote and distracted figure during the formative years of Bennett’s life. Given Enoch’s dour and withdrawn personality, one wonders if his studying had become something of a displacement activity – a way of escaping the bedlam of family life in a small home.

         Having qualified as a solicitor, Enoch now faced the task of trying to build a client base in the tight-knit community of Potteries commerce. For such a man that was a challenge. He may have looked the part of the Staffordshire solicitor, with his spade beard and frock coat, but he lacked the personality to make his mark. For all the teetotal zeal of the Wesleyan Methodists, this was still a society where much business was wrapped up over a companionable churchwarden pipe or glass of ale or gin. It was this conviviality that, as Bennett wrote, ‘so sharply 24distinguishes English corporate life from that of other European countries’.55 It is certainly hard to imagine Enoch joining with local grandees to enjoy the ‘shameless insolence’ and thumping feet of a female clog dancer, whose ‘shaking gold ringlets’ Bennett describes at a meeting of the Mutual Burial Club in Clayhanger.56

         Yet slowly Enoch began to make money. During the previous decade his family had at time suffered periods of abject poverty, yet he appeared to have had £300 squirrelled away from a legacy from his father. Finally in 1878 he acted decisively by buying for £1,100 (nearly £134,000 today) a six-bedroom villa at 205 Waterloo Road in Cobridge (a Stoke district near Burslem). Using his savings as the deposit, he now had the standing to borrow the remaining £800. During their most impoverished periods, the Bennetts had been forced to rent a series of often dilapidated cottages, with the children sleeping three or four to a room. In this new home there was even space in the attic for servants. The move to their own three-storey double-fronted villa set behind its walled front garden was transformational for the family. With its red brick Gothic Revival façade, it made a profound impression on Bennett, who took every opportunity to watch its construction.

         The Waterloo Road villa became the template for much of Bennett’s Potteries fiction. It represented his idealised world of domestic order and prosperity, where Saturdays were set aside for the making of pastry; where hawkers would deliver teatime orders of cockles and mussels; where families sat down together for a Sunday dinner of Yorkshire puddings and roast beef. Such cosy domestic details had an almost sacramental importance for Bennett, who wrote that the purchase of a home represented the ‘apotheosis’ of Victorian economics – ‘the Building Society Secretary’s dream of paradise’.57 (Virginia Woolf was to throw this exact phrase back at him at the height of their feud in 1924.)

         Arnold was thirteen when the family moved. The next brother, Frank, was one year his junior – an uncertain child who would cause much family tension in their later years. The youngest, Septimus, was just six. Described as the most ‘charming’ of the Bennetts, he would become a talented ceramicist, but died prematurely in 1926. Fanny Gertrude, now eleven, was the oldest daughter, and the biggest personality amongst the brood, never afraid to speak out with her opinions. To her death she remained a staunch Wesleyan Methodist, and in her later life she was one of the first women to become a justice of the peace. 25Emily was two years younger; although Bennett kept in close contact with his family throughout his life, he appeared to have little bond with her. Bennett was closest to Tertia, by all accounts a timid, practical girl with a ‘heavenly singing voice’, who was six years his junior. In later years, after the heartbreak of her original fiancé’s death by drowning in August 1897, she would spend a period as Bennett’s housekeeper and tried to encourage him to develop a life beyond writing. In 1903, Tertia married William Kennerley, a family friend, and settled in Putney. She remained in close contact with her brother right up to his death.

         From infancy, Arnold had been moulded by Enoch’s obsession with hard work and self-improvement. The rules of the home were strict: according to his nephew George Beardmore, ‘At whatever age, the children are forbidden outside the house after dark.’58 Instead, any leisure time was subsumed into Enoch’s own regime for educating his children. With more money to spare since the start of his legal career, he invested heavily in books. He himself read nothing but Dickens and the local newspaper, but he amassed a collection of classics, books on theology, geography and encyclopedias, and he made it clear that he expected his offspring to use them. Mealtimes were used for improving conversations, sometimes in French. He fired questions at his offspring; a blank stare or wrong answer would provoke a sharp ‘look it up’.59 There was rarely a word of encouragement or praise.

         Exam grades were endlessly discussed and scrutinised. Although it was far from typical for this era, Enoch was just as involved in his daughters’ education as in that of his sons. No longer obliged to spend every evening on his legal studies, he stretched out family meals to allow him more time in his self-appointed role as family tutor. The main inquisition came after high tea on Saturdays, when he assembled all six children in the dining room with the object of holding a general knowledge test. According to Bennett, ‘the competitions included the whole field of knowledge … Instead of a stopwatch he relied on his ear and on his autocratic authority.’60 Their mother Sarah sat largely apart from these discussions. The children privately thought family conversations went above her head: they considered her neither intelligent nor particularly educated. One family story tells that on being taken to see The Mikado, Sarah’s sole comment was ‘I don’t like that woman.’

         In every way, Enoch insisted on wielding the tightest control over every aspect of family life. Any transgressions resulted in corporal punishment – hardly 26unusual, of course, for a traditional Staffordshire home at that era. Beyond saying that he ‘hated’ the memory of his childhood, Bennett never disclosed any real detail about the regime imposed by his father. George Beardmore believed that Enoch imposed his will through extremes of physical and verbal force. Such was ‘the intense experience of being dominated, ridiculed and thrashed by Enoch’ that the legacy of Bennett’s upbringing ‘is still making itself felt two if not three generations later’.61 So damaged was the family, he claimed, that among Enoch’s grandchildren, ‘handsome girls have remained unmarried, brothers and sisters are estranged and cousins would not recognise one another if they met in the street’.62

         Whether Bennett would have corroborated this is unknown. He was very sparing of any criticism of Enoch. His greatest resentment was over what he described as his father’s ‘religious misbehaviour’.63 As he entered his teens, Bennett was under no illusions about the way Enoch exploited all the restrictions of Wesleyan Methodism as a way of controlling his family. As he grew up, he realised early on that Enoch very rarely attended chapel himself. ‘We children felt that religious observance was imposed upon us, not for religious but for disciplinary reasons … And this suspicion, or certainty, made Sunday all the more odious to us.’64 Bennett remembered the routine of attending two services every Sunday, lasting six hours in all, ‘while my father either lay in bed or read magazines in the bow window!’65

         Bennett, who as we have seen had from an early age jettisoned religion, was deeply angered when his father decided that he should attend a Bible class on Saturday afternoons, his only leisure time during the entire week. ‘The resentment which I felt at this innovation, and at my father’s upholding of it, burns in my mind to-day.’66 Enoch seemed to enjoy mortifying his children under the guise of Methodism, even when Bennett was well into his teens.

         For the eldest son, the greatest humiliation came with ‘a sudden capricious paternal command that we children should say our prayers at our mother’s knee’.67 Enoch was seemingly attempting to turn the tides of adolescence, and to freeze-frame his offspring into an idealised living tableau of the model Victorian family. Was he looking to recreate the kind of schmaltzy greeting cards in vogue at this time? Whatever his father’s motives, Bennett considered there was ‘something revolting in the sentimentality, the story-bookishness of this injunction! Anyhow we loathed the act, which filled us with shame.’68 Whatever his intention, Enoch derived questionable pleasure from this bizarre ritual: as 27Bennett wrote, ‘He likes to see us doing it.’69

         In his teens Bennett did not outwardly rebel, but any respect he had for his father was fading fast. Leaving aside the level of his father’s ‘religious misbehaviour’ – hypocrisy might be a more apt description – Bennett’s growing academic success meant that he was rapidly outgrowing Enoch’s largely self-taught education. In every way his father became a diminished figure, as Bennett realised he was far better informed than the autocratic quiz master who still persisted in firing general knowledge questions around the dining table on a Saturday night.

         Friendships outside the family were difficult to sustain, forcing the Bennett children to become largely reliant on one another. As the first-born, Arnold was still obliged to carry heavy responsibility for his younger siblings, with his mother seemingly uninterested in anything beyond the mechanics of running the house and anticipating the demands of her husband. Until his death Bennett continued in this elder brother role, providing financial bail-outs and arbitrating over family grievances. As he moved through his teens, he played an increasingly important role in family life. It was he who arranged all the games and walks on the family’s annual week holiday in the coastal resort of Llandudno in North Wales, where they went seven years running. And it was Bennett who organised their Christmas, decorated the house and prepared the piano and songs for the family’s seasonal musical evening.

         The only allowance that can be made for Enoch is that he himself had made extraordinary personal sacrifices to achieve a living from the law, and having struggled for so long was fully aware of the importance of education. In his own way, he was concerned about his eldest son’s future: according to family members, one frequent refrain was ‘however will Arnold earn a living?’ Without mention of his father, Bennett seemed to value some aspects of his upbringing in a household which put such store on the written word. At Waterloo Road, as he later wrote, ‘the humanities flourished more brightly than in any other home. Entering the houses of my friends, I always felt that I had gone into something inferior.’70

         It was his father, too, who paid the four guineas a year school fees to send Bennett and his brother Frank to the Middle School, nearly three miles away from the Five Towns in the small market town of Newcastle-under-Lyme. This school was the making of Bennett. He enrolled, aged almost fifteen, on 8 May 281882. He may have been regarded as an oddity at the Endowed School, but now he was part of a four-strong family gang. As the eldest above his brother Frank and second cousins Alan and James, he was known as Bennett primus.71 They were blood-tie allies in the classroom and in the six-mile round trip that they trudged every school day. Walking along canals choked with pottery spoil, and waste ground at risk of collapse into abandoned coal mines, their privilege was emblazoned on their private school caps and blazers, risking taunts, catcalls or even beatings from the most desperate ranks of Potteries society.

         For all the tensions at home, at the Middle School Bennett rapidly built his self-confidence. Here, academic success brought success, not derision. He started learning French and Latin. One Bennett cousin recalled that he was so excited when he heard that a native Frenchwoman lived on his route to school that he stopped outside her house every morning to try to ‘speak to her in her own tongue’.72 The awe he felt towards his old headmaster, a renowned linguist, was undimmed more than twenty years after he left school when he confronted D. B. Hurley ‘skimming airily’ up to his home when he lived outside Paris. Writing in his Old School magazine in 1908, Bennett remembered that Hurley could ‘chat to anybody, about anything in any language’.

         Although his stutter was such a handicap, it says much about Bennett’s personality that he still commanded the authority to become the school’s head boy. He was the only candidate in the year to pass the Cambridge Junior Local exam, in December 1882, which would have allowed him to go on to Newcastle High School – and university. The costs of higher education meant that this path was never open to him. But with his natural intelligence and aptitude, the breadth and depth of his education lay beyond anything that ‘Pater’ (as he now called Enoch) could imagine. Bennett never managed to break free from snobbish disdain for his family’s lowly origins. One near contemporary at school, from a successful paper-manufacturing family, became the father of the feminist and First World War pacifist Vera Brittain. She remembered: ‘My relatives still thought nothing much of the Bennetts, who they characteristically described as “very ordinary people.”’73

         Bennett later summed up his upbringing as a matter of ‘sustained effort, of grim “sticking it” and of never being beaten by circumstances’. That sounds like a fair description of life at Waterloo Road.74 Yet those who knew him best believed that there was something unexplained about his earliest years which 29had a profound effect on his development and personality. The most obvious symptom was Bennett’s stutter. His wife, Marguerite, decades later blamed the onset of the speech impediment, which had happened very rapidly at the age of four or five, on his catching his fingers in a mangle. This is conceivable – modern medicine agrees that sudden shock can trigger stammering. But one suspects that this was the stock explanation that Bennett provided to fend off further questions. For a family in the Potteries at that time it would have been inconceivable that Bennett could have received any professional help for his damaged speech: the cost of a doctor was only spent on the direst emergency. There was probably a degree of parental shame about Bennett’s condition: the 1863 medical textbook Stammering & Stuttering said that stuttering could be regarded as ‘a mental evil’, with ‘solitary vices’ as among the likely causes.75 Although Bennett would pursue every potential cure and remedy during his adult life, the subject of his speech remained very largely taboo, among even his closest friends. This was a burden for Bennett to carry alone.

         As one of his oldest friends, H.G. Wells had no time for Marguerite’s mangle theory, but he did agree that Bennett’s problems with speech originated from some early childhood trauma. He sensed that this was linked with the problems Bennett faced with women and his sexuality, which plagued him to various degrees throughout his adult life. He wrote:

         
            In some way that I find obscure and perplexing, his sexual life did not flood into his general life. His personality never, so to speak, fused with a woman’s … I think there was some obscure hitch in his make-up here, some early scar that robbed him of the easy self-forgetfulness, that ‘egotism expanded out of sight’, of a real lover.76

         

         In the only Journal entry that Bennett made about his sexuality, he seemed to endorse Wells’s assessment that he had difficulty abandoning himself in sex. Nearly six years before Wells made these comments, Bennett had written in his Journal: ‘I see that, at bottom, I have an intellectual scorn, or the scorn of an intellectual man, for all sexual-physical manifestations. … I can feel myself despising them at the very moment of deriving satisfaction from them, as if I were playing at being a child.’

         Bennett’s nephew made a broader point about his upbringing. He believed 30that the upturn in the family fortunes came far too late for Bennett, who had already been damaged by the domestic shocks of his earliest years. Above all, Beardmore believed that ‘in a four-roomed house, sex was too much on top of a boy who wasn’t just any boy but was Arnold Bennett’.77 Bennett’s own developmental needs had been clearly ignored by a mother so distracted by her growing family. During these formative years, he had been cowed by a domineering and distant father, and all the time ashamed and anxious about his stutter.

         The nature of Bennett’s ‘obscure hitch’ will become clearer in his adult life. But whatever the triumphs of his later career, according to his nephew, his early upbringing meant that ‘as far as Arnold Bennett was concerned the damage was done’.78
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            THREE

            THE DAMNEDEST EXPERIENCE

         

         After leaving school at sixteen, Bennett had been railroaded into joining his father’s law practice. It was the indignity of being paid a pittance, however, that saw the twenty-one-year-old finally stand up to Enoch, and announce, early in 1889, his decision to leave home. Even accounting for his board and lodging at Waterloo Road, his paltry wage as Enoch’s clerk and general factotum was, Bennett considered, little more than a schoolboy’s allowance.

         The money, though, was not the main issue. Bennett was hardly living it large in his later teenage years. There may have been occasional trips to the Wedgwood Theatre, or exhibitions at the Wedgwood Memorial Institute. But although his early fiction is full of the beery antics of drinkers at the Tiger or the Dragon Hotel, Bennett himself stayed well away from the ‘centre of nocturnal pleasure’, as he ironically described the ‘malodorous’ local pubs. Nor is there any record of girls – or even an interest in the opposite sex outside his voracious reading of the pseudonymous Ouida and other more salacious French novels.

         Rather, Bennett’s revolt was based on a matter of principle. If he was employed by his father, even in the lowly position as office gofer, he was determined that he should be paid the market rate. The tipping point came when Enoch refused with a ‘smile’ his son’s only request for an appropriate increase in his wages. Just as his father had used Methodism to control his eldest son in his teens, he abused his authority as an employer to humble Bennett now that he was a grown man.

         Given how narrow his opportunities must have seemed at Waterloo Road, it’s no surprise that Bennett had acquiesced with Enoch’s plans for him to join his legal practice by qualifying as a solicitor. It was the path of least resistance for one so browbeaten by a father who made it clear that he needed to earn a living. There would have been no obvious alternative to achieve a comfortable professional living: university or other costly training was never going to be an option. Although he seemed to have tried, the law bored Bennett, and, as he admitted, he revised ‘without heart’.79 Even without a solicitor’s qualification, Bennett’s underpaid role as legal clerk rapidly became indispensable to the 32smooth running of Enoch’s business affairs. But for all the money he was saving from Bennett’s cheese-paring wages, Enoch had still been bitterly disappointed that his son failed every law exam he sat.

         Whatever his private thoughts, Enoch resigned himself with some dignity to Bennett’s decision and there were no recriminations. Perhaps there was some part of him that wanted his son to rise up and become his own man. Now that Bennett had finally turned, Enoch felt a stirring of respect when his son explained how he had already secured a job in London at an annual salary of £200. That was enough to ensure a wholly independent life. Bennett’s gumption marked a gradual sea change in relations between the father and his eldest son.

         On 2 March 1889, the day Bennett was due to leave for London, Enoch had felt a duty to warn his son about all the moral dangers and temptations that could waylay a young man in the metropolis. He must have struggled with this, since at that time he himself had never visited London, and in the event he called on his brother to perform what was undoubtedly an excruciatingly awkward task. Bennett later recalled that his father sat speechless in a far corner of the room.

         Bennett’s mother, meanwhile, was privately convinced that her son was right to try to gain an independent life. Without consulting Enoch, Sarah had even paid for his train ticket from her own savings. It was a bold act of independence by a wife who had seemed to live entirely under the shadow of her husband, but perhaps she too had tired of Enoch’s domineering and self-centred ways. With Arnold’s departure, the rigid domestic hierarchy of his childhood home rapidly started to unravel.

         Bennett never wrote directly about this unhappy period of his life. But it’s all there in the heavily autobiographical opening chapters of Clayhanger, where the elation of the eponymous Edwin’s last day of school in the Potteries was overshadowed by his gloom at being forced to join his domineering father’s printing business. Like Bennett, Edwin was consumed by thwarted ambition that burnt ‘like an altar-fire’.80 And yet for all the ferocity of these dreams, the Edwin of the novel lacked the strength to assert himself against his overbearing Enoch-inspired father. Somehow he was unable to determine his own future, reduced to being ‘like a baby’ in the presence of what Bennett described as the ‘powerful enemy, his father’.81 He felt pulled apart by his ‘shame’ at trying to overturn the domestic order and a sense of self-loathing at his failure to stand up to his parent. 33

         Edwin ‘knew that if he was so inconceivably craven as to remain silent, his self-respect would never recover from the blow … no one suspected, as he sat there, so boyish, wistful, and uneasily squirming, that he was agonised to the very centre of his being’.82 If this was any kind of reflection on Bennett’s own wavering state of mind, it’s little surprise that it took him so long to sever the links with his family. Clayhanger was written in 1910, more than twenty years after Bennett left home. His Potteries upbringing had left an indelible mark.

         Ironically, it had been Enoch’s decision to invest in a local newspaper that helped to persuade Bennett that his future lay in journalism and writing. With his law firm now prospering, Enoch had joined a consortium to launch the Staffordshire Knot (set up to challenge the near monopoly of the long-established dominant title, the Staffordshire Sentinel), where he also acted as legal adviser. After some pestering, Bennett was offered the opportunity to contribute in his leisure time. He seemed to have no curiosity about the political and commercial aims of the new newspaper. In his unsigned and unpaid copy, Bennett turned out arch comments on the scourge of steam trams and a damning review of the local Burslem coffee shop. His most significant assignment came when he was asked to write a ‘facetious’ profile of a brewer who had been elected Burslem’s first county councillor. The copy needed to be written overnight, but just as he got his thoughts in order news came that his maternal grandfather was dying and he was required at the deathbed. He seemed initially unsure whether he could weather the emotional stress. ‘Could I manufacture jokes … at such a time? Certainly I was a journalist. Never before have I been more of a journalist. With a strong sense of the theatrical, I wrote my notes at dawn.’83

         After dropping off his copy, Bennett would linger in the small newsroom with its ceiling nearly obscured by a grey fug of smoke from the cigarettes and pipes. He remembered winning a disagreement with the sub-editor over a query in his copy – a victory that ‘made life worth living’.84 Perhaps the man he bested was his close friend Joseph Dawson; the two incessantly debated the merits of books and writing. Dawson ran his own printing works and was a prominent public figure, but he was such a supporter of the new title that he enjoyed rolling up his sleeves to subedit copy. He would prove vital when Bennett was later researching Clayhanger. Bennett soaked up the irreverent banter and gossip among the reporters. He wondered at the printing press, and the extraordinary process that overnight transformed jotted shorthand notes and typewritten 34copy into newsprint to be read over the breakfast tables of the paper’s modest band of subscribers. In the circulation war that developed, the Knot foundered after less than a year. For a man with such a strong natural affinity for journalism and publishing, however, this opportunity was inspirational: it pointed to a life beyond the gradgrind routine of his father’s solicitors firm.

         Bennett, though, was a realist. He was under no illusions about the difficulties of establishing himself as a writer in London. He could expect no financial support, and lacked any influential connections. Unbeknown to anybody in the family, he had enrolled in a correspondence course for Pitman’s shorthand; these were widely advertised in newspaper classified columns.

         It was an astute move: demand for competent shorthand clerks (usually men) outstripped supply as the productivity of workplaces was transformed by the introduction of typewriters, the preserve of a largely female workforce. Quite possibly he had been inspired by Charles Dickens, who himself had learnt a more rudimentary form of shorthand to support himself in the 1830s. Dickens novels lined the shelves of Waterloo Road, and one imagines that Bennett had read the passage in David Copperfield where the main protagonist works so hard to achieve the necessary 140-words-a-minute to qualify as a parliamentary reporter. There could be no shame in taking up shorthand, for a man bent on a writing career – and so, in early 1889, Bennett accepted a job offer as a Pitmans-qualified clerk at the solicitors Le Brasseur and Oakley at 40 Carey Street, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, in the City of London.

         It may not have seemed so then, but Bennett’s time as a clerical worker could be seen as one of the most important formative experiences of his working life. As a writer, he knew from personal experience what it was to be an office worker at the turn of the twentieth century. He knew what it meant to have a regular salary, buy a new coat, or have the money to take a girl out. He would never forget the hard and tedious grind suffered by the burgeoning clerical classes living in the suburbs of Britain’s major cities. Employers could not benefit enough from the huge pool of increasingly well educated lower middle classes as literacy rates rose to 97 per cent by the start of the 1890s. The City of London took the lion’s share of the brightest talent with its working population increasing from 200,000 to 364,000 in the two decades to 1911. As Bennett sensed, this represented a huge and untapped opportunity. For this market, he could write with conviction.

         With all the privations of his early Potteries childhood, Bennett would 35have found little to unsettle him with life in his unheated bedsitting room at 46 Alexandra Road, Hornsey, in North London. To his dismay he rapidly discovered that the landlady was just as prejudiced against anything to do with arts and culture – and especially the theatre – as anyone he had encountered in Methodist Burslem. A perfunctory breakfast was provided, but Bennett had to fend for himself for his supper. Just as he had once walked so far to school, he now tramped the four and a half miles to Lincoln’s Inn Fields back and forth six times a week. He melted into the countless hordes of bowler hats flocking down the pavements, or edged out into roads slippery with mud and horse dung. The omnibus was an expensive treat.

         However physically resilient, Bennett struggled with the polar winter of 1890–91 – the biggest recorded freeze of the century – when the Regent’s Park skating rink was open for more than two months and ice floes piled up on the lower Thames. But he soon realised that Hornsey, deep in the no-man’s-land of the North London suburbs, was no place for a man on the rise. Within a year he had moved to a room in Knightsbridge, an area being transformed with the construction of mansion blocks and the Harrods department store, although far from the byword for wealth that it is today.

         He had come so far from the Potteries, but he was still obliged to tolerate the tedium and numbing routine of life in a solicitors’ office. In Burslem he had at least been the proprietor’s son, but in Lincoln’s Inn Fields he sat at the bottom of Le Brasseur’s class-bound hierarchy. Here, only the public school and university educated youths stood much of a chance to one day occupy their own wood-panelled private office, with afternoon tea served in front of a coal-burning fire. For all that, Bennett was fascinated with the lives of his fellow clerks, and he gradually became in tune with their joshing and camaraderie. Above all, he admired their resilience and their optimism that ultimately they too might be swept up in the success of the City of London.

         Bennett’s intense drive and self-discipline were not lost on Frederick Marriott when in February 1891 his new lodger arrived from Knightsbridge, with all his possessions (mainly books tied together with string) piled into a four-wheeled cab, to take up a room in Marriott’s house in Chelsea, at 6 Victoria Grove. Decades later, he was still bemused by how Bennett had given a clock pride of place in the bookcase of his bed-sitting room; ‘In the panel on the base of the clock he had printed in Roman capitals, ‘DO IT NOW.’85 Bennett’s friendship 36with Marriott, and their shared interest in art, marked a rapid change for the better in his early life in London.

         The pair had first met the previous autumn at the home of Joseph Hill, a friend of the Bennett family who was now headmaster of the local School of Arts and Crafts. Marriott, a short man with a domed head and trademark handlebar moustache, was seven years older than Bennett, but both had a Potteries background. Marriott’s first impression of a now twenty-three-year-old Bennett was that he seemed younger than his years, on account of his ‘high-pitched boyish laughter’.86 While Bennett now worked as a shorthand clerk, Marriott had trained at the Royal College of Art and had become a successful art teacher – in 1895 he would become headmaster of the School of Art at Goldsmiths’ Institute. He was beginning to make a reputation with his etchings and paintings; his work was later exhibited at the Royal Academy. But money for Marriott and his wife was tight, and Bennett’s rent would ease the strain of affording the £400 mortgage on their four-storey Chelsea home.

         One senses that Bennett had wasted no time pursuing his first introduction to Marriott. He was probably stretching his welcome: whether invited or not, he had become a persistent visitor, walking over from Knightsbridge. Given his social isolation, Bennett had nothing to lose; it was one of the very few times in his life when his Potteries background opened up valuable social connections. But however gauche he may have seemed, the Marriotts were happy for Bennett to become a ‘paying guest’ – a far more genteel term, Marriott considered, than plain ‘lodger’, which risked ‘hazarding’ his own self respect. Marriott may have needed the money, but he was acutely aware that renting out rooms was not the done thing for somebody aspiring to the professional middle classes.87

         Bennett stayed for seven years at Marriott’s home. The two men clearly got on well, frequently going out on long walks together according to Marriott’s memoirs. During their ‘rambles’ they tended to start off along the Chelsea Embankment, where the sight of the painter Turner’s former home could prompt an anecdote from Marriott. He would recall how he once spotted Thomas Carlyle in Cheyne Walk, or encountered Tennyson ‘in his wide brimmed sombrero hat’. Marriott was an inexhaustible font of stories about the private and professional lives of all the main characters on the Chelsea art scene.

         For somebody so new to London and with such a passion for the arts, Marriott’s conversation must have been intoxicating to Bennett. By now he had 37started his lifelong habit of jotting down anything that struck him as interesting in a notebook, which provided the raw material for the Journal he began in 1896. The pair went on cycling trips with Marriott’s friends, buying state-of-the-art racing bicycles with curved handlebars for tours as far afield as Ipswich in Essex and Pangbourne in Berkshire. Encouraged by Marriott, Bennett was drawn into painting – especially watercolours, which he continued to paint throughout his life. Decades later, Marriott was still convinced that Bennett ‘would have made a name either as a painter or an etcher’ if he ‘had elected to make art his profession’.88

         Through Marriott, Bennett began to develop his own circle. He rapidly took over the organisation of his friend’s long-established weekly at-home events with friends from the Royal College of Music – ‘a musical fraternity established after his own heart’.89 It included other exiles from the North, such as Herbert Sharpe, a pianist who later numbered Vaughan Williams among his pupils: Bennett dedicated Anna of the Five Towns to him. Through this circle Bennett also got to know George Sturt, a frugal and uncompromising character who ran a wheelwright business in Farnham, with an unshakeable belief in the Arts and Crafts movement. Sturt was already writing his first novel, The Bettesworth Book, published in 1901 under the pseudonym George Bourne. Sturt never wavered in the honesty of his blunt criticism, and can be considered Bennett’s most important literary confidant and critic during the formative period of his career.

         With Bennett’s ‘methodical sense of management’ bringing new order to the weekly musical evenings, as many as sixty people packed into the artist’s studio that Marriott had built over much of the back garden of his Chelsea home. The first half of the concert was always reserved for classical music – Liszt, Brahms and Haydn piano concertos were popular – with the remaining time thrown open up to any amateur recital. There seemed to be a good-natured innocence to these events, with their refreshments of lemonade, pork pies and sandwiches. With a few exceptions, they were gatherings of people still on the fringes of any kind of artistic success: there were no excitements here to attract the bohemian demi-monde from the increasingly popular Chelsea Arts Club, opened less than ten years previously.

         On Saturday 20 April 1901 Bennett’s ‘faculty for organisation was allowed full play’ to stage the hundredth monthly musical evening.90 His youngest brother and sister, Septimus and Tertia, were in the audience. Those familiar with 38Bennett’s stutter were apprehensive that he had listed himself as a performer. But his speech impediment disappeared when singing, and his fluent rendition of ‘Sucking Cider through a Straw’ was a highpoint of the evening, with many joining in the catchy refrain ‘through a straw … a-aw, a-aw, a-aw’.91

         For all the modesty of his lifestyle, Bennett was feeling, for the first time in his life, financially secure. Almost in spite of himself, his pay rose rapidly at Le Brasseur, as his diligence and meticulous eye for detail became evident. His employer could barely cope with the lucrative mandates it was winning to handle contractual issues related to the expansion of the London Underground network. Bennett had been moved on from shorthand duties after the discovery that he had a ‘natural gift’ for translating ‘hieroglyphic and undecipherable’ lawyers’ bills into a form acceptable to the Inland Revenue. Whatever his value to the firm, even his superiors had begun to think that Bennett was wasting his obvious talent and intelligence in a clerical position. When the ‘kindly and sagacious’ managing clerk resigned, he told Bennett on his departure: ‘You’ve no business to be here. If I find you here when I visit town next, I shall look on you as a damned fool.’92 This warning from somebody Bennett respected affected him far more profoundly than any advice he had received from his father.

         Bennett had impressed his senior colleagues, too, with his obvious obsession with books. Within a year of starting work, he had ‘simply gorged’ on English and French literature. Turgenev, de Goncourt and Maupassant were ‘my gods’.93 He befriended a colleague who claimed to know every secondhand book stall in London; they lunched every day at the British Museum (home then of the Library), and made it a ‘point of honour’ to buy at least one book daily.94 It says much about the significance of reading in a late nineteenth-century commercial law firm (at least by Bennett’s account) that this interest in literature broke down office hierarchies. The senior partner was ‘far too polite’, Bennett claimed, to remonstrate when he found him examining his latest purchases of books in an empty clients’ waiting room.95 Senior articled clerks were so impressed that they stopped to chat with the far more junior Bennett and his friend, taking ‘unaffected pleasure in our society’.96

         Others, though, thought Bennett was getting above himself. One of the clerks Bennett had worked with, Albert Jenkins, told the biographer Reginald Pound that he was ‘too temperamental for the law and often gloomy; not easy to get on with’. Worse, Jenkins accused Bennett of sharp-elbowed practices such as 39pocketing commissions on work that was due to another clerk. ‘It was a nasty bit of work’, Jenkins concluded.97

         Whatever the truth, Bennett was always going to move on from the law firm as soon as he could establish himself in some kind of writing career. For somebody so drawn to newspapers and print, it must have been frustrating working in an office so close to the glamour and excitement of national newspapers. By the 1890s Fleet Street, running from Temple Bar to Ludgate Circus in the City of London, was slowly building up to its twentieth-century heyday as the epicentre of British journalism. There were already ten national titles, including the Empire News, the Daily Courant, the Morning Chronicle and the Sunday Graphic. Dozens of small offices housed the London bureaux of regional newspaper titles. Magazines, specialist periodicals, photographic agencies and advertising agents sat, cheek by jowl, in tiny offices along Bouverie Street, Shoe Lane and other adjoining roads. Fleet Street itself was an important thoroughfare, crammed with horse carriages, with messengers jostling their way through the crowds with urgent deliveries.

         For Bennett there was always a parallel between this world of journalism and the Potteries, where artistic inspiration was brought to life by smoky kilns and ovens. So in Fleet Street, writing was given form through an industrial alchemy of lead and electric printing presses.

         Bennett had already tried to sell short stories for serialisation, but the first time he earned any significant money from writing was when he won 20 guineas in a literary competition organised by Tit-Bits for the wittiest precis of the barnstorming thriller What’s Bred in the Bone, weaving together tales of love and fraud with an exotic South African backdrop.98 The award, in December 1891, had a profound impact on Bennett: it was the first time his ability as a writer had been validated in any form.

         Launched in 1881 as a digest of ‘all the most interesting books, periodicals and newspapers of the world’, Tit-Bits’ circulation by 1889 was approaching 700,000 copies a week – well over three times the number of copies sold of the Daily Telegraph. Its accessibility and punchy style anticipated the format of mass-market national newspapers launched before the turn of the century. Tit-Bits was amongst the pioneers of innovative publishing ventures looking to address a huge market of readers who had never engaged with the dry wordiness of the traditional national press. Alfred Harmsworth, the future Lord Northcliffe 40and proprietor of the Daily Mail, was an early contributor. With an instinctive feel for the juiciest human interest stories, the magazine had become a national talking point; its appeal ran across class boundaries, attracting the most unlikely devotees. The mother of bohemian biographer Lytton Strachey, ardent supporter of female suffrage, made no apologies for her devotion to Tit-Bits.

         In Bennett’s Journal there always seemed some unconvincing modesty in his claims that he only took to writing novels because he was urged to do so by his friends. For all the planning and grand schemes, he still lacked the confidence to throw himself into a writing project. With this first success, Bennett gradually succumbed to Marriott’s ‘preposterous’ suggestions that he should start a novel, and he allocated two hours a day of his leisure time to A Man from the North in his first-floor sitting room.

         Several more commissions came from Tit-Bits; little research was needed to write How a Case is prepared for Trial, for which he received ten shillings. His biggest triumph while he was still working as a solicitors’ clerk, however, was the acceptance of a short story, A Letter Home, which appeared in The Yellow Book in July 1895.

         Bennett, now aged twenty-eight, found himself published in a prestigious literary quarterly in the company of Kenneth Grahame, Henry James, Edmund Gosse and George Gissing. The periodical was published by Bodley Head, which was rapidly building a reputation as the standard-bearer of avant-garde writing. Even the name of the title, when the colour yellow was heavily associated with the most risqué French writing, thrilled Bennett.

         His friends knew that Bennett’s ambitions stretched far beyond City clerking. Now there was reason to take him seriously. Until this point, his main confidant on literary matters, George Sturt, had been distinctly underwhelmed by his early attempts at fiction, but after reading The Yellow Book article he told Bennett: ‘It is distinctly pleasant after doggedly slating a man, to be able at last to say honestly, Bravo!’99

         This would have meant much to Bennett, who for all his outward self-confidence was struggling with a sense of being ‘absurdly self-conscious and egotistic’. He was very aware of being ‘a youthful person who has nothing to show, nothing done’, as he admitted to Sturt.100 Their correspondence shows how difficult Bennett found the mechanics of writing a novel – ‘the damnedest nerve-shattering experience as ever was’. It was not inspiration or ideas that 41defeated him, but technique – the challenge of translating plot and characters into a convincing narrative. Story and characters came easily to him, but ‘it is the arrangement that kills one’; just as his stutter created such difficulty with speech, he struggled to write convincing dialogue: ‘conversations are the very devil to me’.101

         Bennett’s forensic dissection of a novel’s structure would be recycled in his self-help books such as Literary Taste: How to Form It, published in 1909. His obsession with the realism of his descriptions laid the foundations for his later public feud with Virginia Woolf. Tellingly, in his correspondence with Sturt he does not describe himself as an artist, but as a ‘craftsman’, one who regards the ‘technical elements of style in literature … [as] profoundly interesting’.102

         Over and over again, Bennett perfected drafts with revisions, experimenting with paragraph structure, alliteration, reducing dialogue to ‘keep it short and très select’, experimenting with the pace of the narrative. Even he realised that his ‘exuberance’ with the technical process was unlikely to be shared – but ‘I am interested in the little matter’, as he unapologetically told Sturt. One rather different handicap was his ignorance of women, as Bennett acknowledged. ‘Wish to God I had, when I am struggling with a love scene’, he told Sturt – who himself was a life-long bachelor.103

         So why did Bennett have such problems attracting women? As a newly published writer with a modest disposable income and a network of literary friends, he must have seemed attractive to some. He was always well-groomed and dapper; within a couple of years of starting work at Le Brasseur he proudly wore a white bowler hat. But there was some inhibition deep within Bennett that prevented the forming of a heterosexual relationship during early adulthood. There is no evidence that he was ever interested in men. One of the most controversial and disturbing claims about Bennett’s sexuality remains unchallenged. Since it remains on record, it seems relevant to consider the biographer Dudley Barker’s assessment in 1966 that ‘[Bennett’s] sexual desire paused for many years at a delight – warmly cherished though never indulged – in little girls.’104

         Barker arrived at this conclusion from a passage in Bennett’s Journal of Saturday 27 June 1896, where he described taking two young girls on a rowing boat with a friend. It was a high-spirited and by all accounts entirely innocent afternoon, with tea brewed on an island, sardines, and strawberries. His choice 42of language is certainly problematic – ‘tall little girls for their twelve or thirteen years, with wide straw hats, white blouses and long foal-like legs showing below their short blue skirts’.105 How Bennett and his unnamed friend came to accompany these girls on a short picnic trip is unexplained, but it concluded with Bennett shaking hands ‘with a profound bow … a quite new and tickling sensation, this intimate companionship with very young girls’.106 But if Bennett had considered this encounter anything but innocent, why did he include this entry in his Journal? He was highly protective of his reputation, and routinely redacted sensitive material. There is nothing else in his available papers that can be seen to substantiate Barker’s opinion.

         Bennett was such a public figure in his heyday that any rumour that he harboured irregular sexual appetites would surely have made its way into print in some shape or form – even in the most oblique allusion in a newspaper diary. If there had been the slightest hint, one of his greatest detractors, Wyndham Lewis, would certainly not have spared him in books such as The Roaring Queen, a satirical compendium of all Bennett’s perceived failings, appetites and moral weaknesses published more than two decades after his death.

         During his twenties, however, it seems conceivable that Bennett suffered from some form of sexual dysfunction. The only reported occasion of a sexual adventure during his time as a City clerk was certainly not a success. Having been egged on to join a workmate on a Saturday afternoon visit to an ‘accommodating young woman’ at her lodgings in Camberwell Green, Bennett was ridiculed for his impotence. According to Reginald Pound, who had been told the story by one of Bennett’s former colleagues in his solicitor’s office, ‘It is enough to say that the adventure had a Restoration comedy anticlimax, with jeering profanity from the young woman at Bennett’s expense. The episode threw such a shadow of desperation across his face as he left the scene that his colleague remembered it with amusement long after.’107

         However intensely he had thrown himself into the arts and improving works, those were very largely displacement activities. He had already suffered so much from his stutter, and at this stage of his life Bennett was miserably aware that his sexuality was yet another way in which he was singled out from his fellows.
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