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VOLUME 2


“Mid-Season Form”


“A masterpiece. An enthralling analysis of PGW’s writing and humour”.


Sir Edward Cazalet, PGW’s grandson






Praise for Volume 1


“Despite Wodehouse’s antipathy towards critics, Kent’s first volume demonstrates just how much the thick-skinned of us have to explore in his work. The term “sweetness and light” has notable literary origins in distinctly literary works, stemming from “dulce et utile” (literally “sweet and useful”) from Horace’s Ars Poetica, by way of Jonathan Swift and Matthew Arnold. The words symbolize not just a Victorian gentility but a classless curiosity, and love for fellow man. Wodehouse’s work should perhaps be seen in this vein, useful tonic to the darkness in the world, and more poetry than plot. It is therefore excellent news that we await two more volumes of Paul Kent’s work that can help us to unpick that poetry and try to better understand the source of that “sunlit perfection”.


Eliza Easton in the Times Literary Supplement (TLS)


“It’s amazing after the many thousands of words written about PGW that there can still be anything new to say – but Paul offers many fresh thoughts and assessments, expressing them most effectively and entertainingly”.


Murray Hedgcock, author of Wodehouse at the Wicket


“[A] delightful work, complex and full of revelation throughout. And yet for me, the best part of reading this is the tone that somehow simulates Wodehouse’s in an academic work”.


Gary Hall, Editor of Plum Lines, the quarterly journal of The Wodehouse Society (US)


“Kent slides open a sash window, blowing fresh perspective into those stuffy establishment rooms full of recycled opinion”.


Wooster Sauce, journal of the P G Wodehouse Society (UK)


“A remarkably clear appreciation of the special qualities of Plum’s work. I can recommend it highly”.


Neil Midkiff, webmaster ‘Madame Eulalie’s Rare Plums’ Wodehouse site


“This is the sort of thinking and writing the world of Wodehouse appreciation needs – and gives the rest of us plenty to talk about”.


Honoria Plum, ‘Plumtopia’ blog


“The book is great . . . most excellent.”


Thomas Langston Reeves Smith, past President, The Wodehouse Society (US)
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So reads the simple inscription on the memorial stone unveiled in London’s Westminster Abbey in 2019, honouring the greatest comic writer of the 20th century. Sir Pelham Grenville Wodehouse KBE was all these things, writing more than 70 novels, 300 short stories, over 200 song lyrics and more than 20 plays in a career spanning eight decades. Over 40 years after his death, Wodehouse is not just surviving but thriving all over the world, so far being translated into 33 languages from Azerbaijani to Ukrainian via Hebrew, Italian, Swedish and Chinese. There are also established Wodehouse societies in the UK, the USA, Belgium, Holland and Russia. His books are demonstrating the staying power of true classics, and are all currently in print, making him as relevant – and funny – as he ever was.
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A long-serving committee member of the P. G. Wodehouse Society (UK), Paul Kent began reading Wodehouse at the age of 12, and is now much older than that. He has published works on Montaigne, Voltaire and Shakespeare, and a guide to creative writing How Writers Write. He is currently compiling Volume 3 of his Wodehouse trilogy and revisiting a work on Dorothy L. Sayers.
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“We must make this book a world-beater!”


P.G. Wodehouse to Richard Usborne,


14 January 1955









A POTTED LIFE OF P.G. WODEHOUSE

















	

1881




	

October 15




	

Birth of Pelham Grenville Wodehouse at 1 Vale Place, Guildford, Surrey









	

1894




	

	

GW first attends Dulwich College, London









	

1900




	

	

Receives his first payment for writing: from Public School Magazine for an article entitled ‘Some Aspects of Game-Captaincy’









	

1900




	

September




	

Starts work at the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, London









	

1901




	

July




	

First real short story published in Public School Magazine, entitled ‘The Prize Poem’









	

1901




	

August 16




	

First contribution to Globe newspaper









	

1902




	

September 9




	

Resigns from the HS Bank









	

1902




	

September 17




	

First article for Punch magazine, entitled ‘An Unfinished Collection’









	

1902




	

September 19




	

First book published, The Pothunters









	

1904




	

April 16




	

First visit to the USA









	

1904




	

August




	

Appointed Editor of the ‘By The Way’ column at the Globe









	

1904




	

December 10




	

First published lyric, ‘Put Me In My Little Cell’, sung in Sergeant Brue at the Strand Theatre, London









	

1906




	

March 6




	

Employed by Seymour Hicks as the resident lyricist at the Aldwych Theatre









	

1906




	

March 19




	

First meets future collaborator Jerome Kern









	

1906




	

August




	

First novel for adults, Love Among the Chickens, published









	

1907




	

December 6




	

Joins Gaiety Theatre as lyricist









	

1909




	

	

Second visit to USA, where he sells short stories to Colliers and Cosmopolitan









	

1911




	

August 24




	

First play, A Gentleman of Leisure, opens in New York









	

1913




	

April 8




	

First play in London, Brother Alfred, flops









	

1914




	

August 2




	

Returns to New York









	

1914




	

August 3




	

Meets Ethel Rowley, née Newton, an English widow, at a New York party









	

1914




	

September 30




	

Marries Ethel Rowley and inherits her daughter Leonora









	

1915




	

March




	

Appointed drama critic of Vanity Fair









	

1915




	

June 26




	

First appearance of Lord Emsworth and Blandings Castle in the serialisation of Something New (Something Fresh is U.K. title) in Saturday Evening Post









	

1915




	

September 18




	

Jeeves makes his first appearance, in the story ‘Extricating Young Gussie’ published in Saturday Evening Post









	

1916




	

September 25




	

First Bolton, Wodehouse & Kern musical comedy, Miss Springtime debuts in New York and is moderately successful









	

1919




	

June 7




	

First Oldest Member story, ‘A Woman is Only a Woman’, published in Saturday Evening Post









	

1923




	

April




	

First Ukridge short story, ‘Ukridge’s Dog College’, appears in Cosmopolitan









	

1926




	

	

PGW elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature









	

1926




	

July




	

First Mr Mulliner story, ‘The Truth About George’, appears in Strand magazine









	

1930




	

June 1




	

Starts first contract with MGM in Hollywood









	

1933




	

August




	

First instalment of the first Jeeves and Bertie Wooster novel, Thank You Jeeves, published in Strand









	

1934




	

January 19




	

Successfully challenges in court the U.K. Inland Revenue’s attempts to claim more income tax on his earnings









	

1934




	

June




	

Settles in Le Touquet, France









	

1935




	

June 3




	

Buys Low Wood in Le Touquet









	

1936




	

June 26




	

Awarded medallion by International Mark Twain Society









	

1939




	

June 2




	

Invested as D. Litt at Oxford University









	

1939




	

September 3




	

Britain declares war on Germany









	

1940




	

May 21




	

PGW, Ethel and animals try to leave Le Touquet in the light of the German advance, but their car twice breaks down









	

1940




	

July 21




	

Start of PGW internment by Germans in camps successively at Loos Prison (Lille), Liege, Huy and Tost (Upper Silesia)









	

1941




	

June 21




	

PGW released from internment and taken to Berlin









	

1941




	

June 26




	

PGW makes the first of five radio broadcasts for fans in neutral USA









	

1941




	

July 15




	

Cassandra’s’ BBC radio broadcast of a vituperative attack on PGW, calling him a traitor









	

1943




	

September 11




	

PGW transferred to Paris









	

1944




	

May 16




	

Death of PGW’s step-daughter Leonora









	

1947
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PGW and Ethel arrive in US on SS America
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March




	

Ethel buys a house in Basket Neck Lane, Remsenburg, Long Island, New York, close to Guy Bolton’s home









	

1955




	

December 16




	

PGW becomes an American citizen









	

1960




	

January 27




	

PGW elected to the Punch table









	

1961




	

July 15




	

BBC broadcasts ‘An Act of Homage and Reparation’ by Evelyn Waugh









	

1965




	

May 27




	

BBC TV series The World of Wooster begins transmission









	

1967




	

February 16




	

BBC TV series Blandings Castle begins transmission









	

1974




	

November




	

PGW’s last complete novel, Aunts Aren’t Gentlemen, published in the U.K.









	

1975




	

January 1




	

PGW knighted by Queen Elizabeth II, his wife Ethel taking the title Lady Wodehouse









	

1975




	

February 14




	

PGW dies in hospital



















Preface


Wodehouse World


P. G. Wodehouse . . . created a world of his own, or, rather, forced one to live past its time. He took Edwardian England, purified it of its grosser elements, and kept it alive by some alchemy, of which only he knew the secret, right into the Vietnam era. And in doing so he imbued every aspect with lovability.


Isaac Asimov


[Wodehouse’s] is a world that cannot become dated because it has never existed.


Evelyn Waugh


Wodehouse’s work may look like a feat of inspired fantasy to readers today, but to anyone who’s lived through the world he’s evoking (and remembering), it reads like straightforward realism.


Pico Iyer


In the most serious and exact sense of the word, [Wodehouse] is a great artist. He has founded a school, a tradition. He has made a language... He has explained a generation.


Gerald Gould


The fiction of the British Isles abounds in imaginary worlds – Avalon, Erewhon, Utopia, Narnia, Arden, Neverland, Wessex, Xanadu, and Elidor, to name only a few. Some, like Prospero’s island in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, are brilliant one-offs; others, such as Terry Pratchett’s 41-volume ‘Discworld’ series, slowly evolved over long periods of time. To this second group, we must add P.G. Wodehouse’s fictional world, which he never gave a handy, inclusive name – so, for the purposes of this book, ‘Wodehouse World’ it’s going to be, embracing everything in the 100 or so books of novels, stories and commentaries he published between 1902 and 1977.


Unlike J.R.R. Tolkien with his Middle Earth or Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, Plum never drew a map or drafted chronologies and complex family trees to help his readers understand how everything fitted together, since this was never a priority, even for himself. Nor was it strictly necessary, for as we’ll discover, his world is about what it feels like to live in as much as its specific geography or bloodlines. Down the years, it was to prove an agreeable place in which he enjoyed spending as much time as he could, somewhere for retreat or contemplation, a jurisdiction he could claim as exclusively his. Perhaps it was the sort of world he could even have fancied living in.


From his mid-30s to mid-40s (roughly 1915 to 1926), Wodehouse World mushroomed within Plum’s imagination. His best-known creations, Jeeves and Bertie, arrived in 1915, as did Lord Emsworth and many of the Blandings circle; the Oldest Member teed off in 1919; the Drones Club threw open its doors in 1921; a new, improved Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge returned to the fold in 1923 after going AWOL for 17 years; and Mr Mulliner sipped his first hot scotch and lemon at the bar parlour of the Angler’s Rest in 1926. It’s no coincidence that by 1922, Cosmopolitan magazine had dubbed Wodehouse “Contributor to the Gaiety of Nations”. For so he was; his world had, in fact, become several individual worlds (what he called “sagas”), bound together by the brilliance of his mid-season writing style. Plum would steadily revisit these familiar characters and locations for another half-century, interspersing his series with one-off novels and stories as well as further, less voluminous sub-series until his death in 1975. In 1958, one of his English fans even asked if he planned to write something that featured all his best-loved creations. The author replied:


Yes, I wish I could do a book of the sort you speak of in your letter. The only trouble with those all-star casts is that it is difficult to give each of the principle actors a big enough part. . . . But I must certainly try to think up something along those lines.


Perhaps not surprisingly, it didn’t happen; with over 70 novels and 24 short story collections to draw on, that would have been far too many plates to keep spinning.


Nonetheless, in the final decade or so of his life, Plum made a modest move in this direction by regularly digging into this rich legacy and cross-referencing the various strands that made up his world, as if he were casually indexing a ‘chronicle’ or even writing a partial ‘history’ of what he’d achieved. Both of these words regularly pop up in his later narratives, as if he were saying “Look what I did!” to those he called his “old sweats” while bringing any “new arrivals” up to speed. As the narrator of Hot Water puts it:


In every chronicle of the rather intricate nature of the one which is here being related, there occurs a point where the conscious historian finds it expedient to hold a sort of parade or inspection of the various actors in the drama which he is unfolding. It serves to keep the records straight, and is a convenience to a public to whom he wants to do the square thing – affording, as it does a bird’s-eye view of the position of affairs to those of his readers who, through no fault of their own, are not birds.


As time marched on, Bertie Wooster faced similar challenges while writing each successive episode of his autobiography. In his ninth novel as narrator (1971’s Much Obliged, Jeeves), he ponders just how much prior knowledge he can assume in his readers, particularly those not already steeped in ‘the Wooster archives’:


I don’t see how I can avoid delving into the past a good deal, touching on events that took place in previous instalments, and explaining who’s who and what happened when and where and why, and this will make it heavy going for those who have been with me from the start. “Old hat” they will cry or, if French, “Déjà Vu”.


But then, having weighed up the alternatives, he screws his courage to the sticking place and makes the following editorial decision:


The only way out that I can think of is to ask the old gang to let their attention wander a bit – there are heaps of things they can be doing; washing the car, solving the crossword puzzle, taking the dog for a run, – while I place the facts before the newcomers.


A little under a page later, after a quick précis of what happened in 1963’s Stiff Upper Lip, Jeeves, we’re ready to resume the present story: “I think that makes everything clear to the meanest intelligence, does it not?” enquires our guide and host – before, a few paragraphs later, stopping to play catch-up again in re Jeeves’s own, separate, 11-page précis of Bertie’s life written in the ledger of the Junior Ganymede Club.


Wheels within wheels, as Monty Bodkin might say – as when he and Bertie Wooster, Bingo Little and Freddie Threepwood, who each star in their own individual stories, all turn out to be members of the Drones Club, which has its own anthology of myths and legends; or when ‘outside’ characters like Psmith and the fifth Earl of Ickenham pitch up at Blandings Castle in Leave It to Psmith and Uncle Fred in the Springtime, respectively. And there are dozens more wormholes and connections Plum includes in his stories that allow us to navigate our way through and around his world, gently encouraging us to think of it as a homogenous creation, the product of a single, fertile imagination.


But it wasn’t just what Wodehouse was writing that was developing during the period immediately following the First World War: how he was writing it was also busily consolidating itself. According to Kathryn Johnson, a Wodehouse scholar and curator who oversaw the entry of Plum’s archive into the British Library in 2016, it’s only in the 21st century that “[p]eople are coming to acknowledge that [Wodehouse] was a truly great English stylist” – which is absolutely on the money. The difference between the book you are now holding and its predecessor (handily titled Volume 1) is that for the most part we’re no longer dealing with a writer who didn’t quite know what he was up to; Wodehouse of Volume 2 almost always knows exactly what he’s doing. So, as we revisit some of the themes of that earlier tome, it will be useful to bear in mind that Wodehouse World wasn’t quite a ‘thing’ until Plum had actually grasped its possibilities, both in subjects and style, for himself – an argument (with apologies to the old sweats) it’s worth recapping for the benefit of any new arrivals.


By around 1920, the term ‘Wodehousean’ could start to be confidently bandied about, for Plum had finally hit what he called his mid-season form. It had taken the best part of two decades to reach this milestone, but his readers finally knew what they could expect from a book with ‘P. G. Wodehouse’ on the cover, and for Plum himself to realize how he could best play to his considerable literary strengths. The discipline and structure of the stage musicals he had been working on from 1915 lent a tighter focus and economy to his plotting and a greater sureness to his narrative pacing. Inconsistencies in tone were being ironed out, and his flirtations with other literary genres were all but abandoned or incorporated as satire. Add to that his light and breezy tone, his inimitable way with a simile, his meticulous eye for detail and finely tuned ear for prose rhythms, and it’s perfectly proper to claim that the early 1920s represented the perfect distillation of his art, the inception of Wodehouse’s Golden Age. Finally, he was entirely happy writing what he was writing. And this was the cue for his world to expand and flourish.


Quite how long this Golden Age lasted will forever remain a topic for discussion, but even the least generous assessments allow him a good quarter century at the top of the tree, which for any writer in any genre is no mean feat. Even if we accept an entirely notional cut-off point sometime in the late 1940s, it’s hard to deny that Plum still had the mucus (his term) into his 90s: his final completed novel, Aunts Aren’t Gentlemen from 1974, contains much to enjoy, and this concluding episode of the Jeeves and Wooster saga in no way detracts from the literary legacy of stunning novels like The Code of the Woosters; Thank You, Jeeves; and Right Ho, Jeeves, which he had written in the 1930s. Whatever our thoughts on the matter, one thing that brooks no denial is that during this period, Wodehouse created one of the most distinctive fictional worlds in the entire canon of Western literature, and it’s this I’m going to explore in this volume, mainly through the eyes of its many memorable inhabitants.


First, however, a brief clarification: I’m using the phrase ‘Wodehouse World’ both as a collective name for the various locales in which his stories are set and as a more general term denoting the spirit or ethos that animates them, since for practical purposes I’m going to be addressing both simultaneously. Were I intending to play the cultural commentator (which, you may be relieved to hear, I’m not – at least after the next few lines), I might argue that what follows is all about Wodehouse’s ‘psychogeography’: how the created landscape in his books influences both those living inside it and those caught up in it through their reading. Shakespeare’s Celia says of her adopted world in As You Like It, “I like this place / And willingly could waste my time in it”, which is essentially what Wodehouse invites us to do when we read him. He makes flâneurs of us all as we meander through the many playful landscapes he creates, be they the groves and messuages of Blandings Castle, the bustling streets of Mayfair, or the suburban villas of Valley Fields. To hijack Charles Baudelaire’s definition of this kind of mental wandering, we readers choose to immerse ourselves in a world that is clearly not our own, but one where we feel everywhere at home, unlacing our tight shoes and mentally kicking back; we are passionate spectators, making Wodehouse’s characters into our family, his world’s values our values. As in all great literature, we allow ourselves to become absorbed in a landscape that we grow to love, no matter where this passivity might lead us.


The process represents the opposite of the nipped, divisive, suspicious and even fearful mindset described in 1931’s Big Money:


In a prosaic age like the one in which we live, anything that borders on eccentricity is always judged harshly. We look askance at it and draw damaging conclusions. Deviate ever so little from the normal behaviour of the ordinary man, and you meet inevitably with head-shakings and derision from a censorious world.


Everything is weighed – and then judged – for its pound or ounce of conformity with a notional ‘normal’ model, which, in a nutshell, is the battle that habitually flares between realism in literature and anything deemed non-mutual. This isn’t the first time the two have rubbed up against one another in these pages, and it won’t be the last. Wodehouse only ever occasionally strayed into realism when creating his world, which for the most part exists in glorious counterpoint to whatever might happen outside it. Those who find themselves not entirely at home in Plum’s congenial surroundings tend to fall into the following mindsets: that his world might once have existed but is now irrelevant; that it never existed and is complete fantasy; and that it is a wilful distortion of the real world, purged of all its unpleasantness, which can’t exist.


Once existed, never existed, can’t exist: a trip through Plum’s legendarium represents a retreat into nostalgia, escapism or cognitive dissonance. Each of these assessments is partly correct, yet doesn’t tell the whole story of why Wodehouse continues to be widely read and enjoyed. And having spent the first volume of this book arguing that a world built on comic lines should be allowed to exist on its own terms and needn’t be a second-class domicile, a smug retreat or a perversion of reality, I find it slightly depressing to come across attitudes like this one still popping up on literary blogs:


I have to say that I find his Eden-like innocence, his naiveté, an obstacle to enjoying him. His world (a little like Trollope’s) is just too rosy and hermetically self-contained, away from the real world. . . . Essentially, Wodehouse is fantasy and this spoils the humour.


How sad is that? It’s a hoary old chestnut, that last sentence, one that I find all the more disappointing because it comes from a well-read, well-disposed person who has clearly devoted no little thought to the problem of whether we have to wholly abandon the real world in order to leave it behind. He unfortunately concludes that we do – and we shouldn’t. But to grumble that Plum’s humour has no analogue in the world as the reader experiences it has a damaging implication for the way we consume his writing – namely, that time spent in Wodehouse World is a waste of time. Or, put another way, that disinterested humour – humour for its own sake – has no intrinsic value. Wodehouse World, from this perspective, is like taking a seriously disposed adult to a theme park: it’s the triumph of hope over experience.


Another wrinkle in this thesis – with a 180-degree opposite outcome – can be found in a 2018 edition of the Claremont Review of Books, in which the essayist Joseph Epstein confesses he enjoys his Wodehouse reading a little too much. Seduced by “a world that never really existed”, he feels it’s his duty to ration his exposure to it:


For the better part of the past two months I have been reading P.G. Wodehouse early mornings, with tea and toast and unslaked pleasure. Although I haven’t made a serious dent in his 95-book oeuvre, before long, I tell myself, I must cease and desist from this happy indulgence, this sweet disease which one of his readers called “P.G.-osis”. . . . (Something of a literary puritan, I feel I ought to add that during these past months I have followed up each morning’s reading of Wodehouse with four or five pages of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and his Nicomachean Ethics—an intellectual antidote, a breath mint of seriousness, you might say.)


Wodehouse is simply too funny and has to be relegated to a guilty pleasure, or else one might be tempted to believe that our world, ghastly though it can be, could ever be otherwise. (For the record, this marks the first time I’ve ever seen a love of Wodehouse likened to halitosis). The title of the article (‘Frivolous, Empty and Perfectly Delightful’) is similarly irksome; two of those three descriptions are perfectly acceptable, if a bit twee. But to call Plum’s writing ‘empty’ is to miss a trick – the trick, in fact, to enjoying Plum’s entire literary achievement with the volume turned up to 11. Not only would it be impossible to write a three-volume study about nothing; the involved and fascinating relationship between Wodehouse World and wherever it is we think we reside is the very thing that has allowed his writing to transcend time and custom, manners and modes while steadfastly refusing to abandon them. And this is the reason his stories about dotty Edwardian earls and workshy boulevardiers are demonstrating remarkable staying power well into the 21st century – against all the odds and the well-meaning commentators who don’t realize they’re seriously under-valuing the very thing they love.


In the ‘Continuity Link’ that closed Volume 1, I attributed this intimation of immortality to the ‘thoughtful lightness’ that allows Plum’s comic genius to invade the hallowed airspace usually reserved for the gloomier literary classics. A brief recap of the argument in those closing pages (with another nod to the old sweats) reads like this: ‘thoughtful lightness’ (according to the Italian writer Italo Calvino from whom I’m borrowing the formulation) is a habit of mind that doesn’t seek to escape from the world, but to refashion it by “look[ing] at the world from a different perspective, with a different logic and with fresh methods of cognition and verification”; the net result being a “subtraction of weight” that helps offset the “slow petrification . . . that spare[s] no aspect of life”. I feel Wodehouse would be quietly nodding were he to read of that ambition, since he says much the same thing in several of his nonfiction pieces that concern humour – only Plum tends to lead with his heart and not his head on the rare occasions he hints at what he’s up to. Fortunately for us, his version of lightness isn’t fuelled by aesthetic theory, but by an instinctive fellow-feeling for the happiness of his readers and even his characters that can appear in many different guises, as we’re soon to start finding out. That said, knowing how Plum’s lightness works isn’t remotely necessary to continue enjoying his writing; because it just does. But I would contend that what follows might actually enhance an appreciation of his lifetime’s achievement, since it offers some pointers as to how he, like Calvino, alchemizes one world into another, leavening our reality to become his.


Before we start our look at Wodehouse World, I would like to offer a huge thank-you to those who took a chance on Volume 1 of this book and are now returning for a second helping. What seems to have chimed with many of these early adopters was the rallying call in the Introduction arguing that Wodehouse is not just a great comic writer, but a great writer, period, and that comedy should not be regarded as the default Cinderella among literary genres. Well, here’s further cheering ammo on that theme from the esteemed classicist Betty Radice, editor of Penguin Books’ Black Classics series from 1964 until 1985, which I found in the introduction to her translation of Terence’s Comedies, which crop up later in this book. If, while sitting next to an unopened packet of breath mints, you ever wonder why you’re reading Wodehouse and not, say, one of Ibsen’s gloomy masterpieces, think on this:


Comedy is a more intellectual and sophisticated art than tragedy, . . . Its characters must be wholly articulate, and if it is to succeed it needs an equally articulate, civilized audience.


No truer words . . . Paul Kent, London, May 2020









Introduction


Come On In


“He has invited us to his country house, and we’re going.”


The Intrusions of Jimmy


“Oh, Ginger, this English country! Old, old grey stone houses with yellow haystacks and lovely, squelchy, muddy lanes and great, fat trees and blue hills in the distance. The peace of it! If ever I sell my soul, I shall insist on the devil giving me at least forty years in some English country place in exchange.”


The Adventures of Sally


It is unpleasant to be cooped up in a country-house in winter with nothing to do.


The Best Sauce


Let’s begin our excursion into Wodehouse World as he would want us to – in glorious weather via a quotation lifted from the opening page of Summer Lightning:


Blandings Castle slept in the sunshine. Dancing little ripples of heat-mist played across its smooth lawns and stone-flagged terraces. The air was full of the lulling drone of insects. It was that gracious hour of a summer afternoon, midway between luncheon and tea, when Nature seems to unbutton its waistcoat and put its feet up.


Lovely, isn’t it? An all-pervading sense of bien-être immediately communicates itself to the reader in those four sentences, getting us in the right mood for what is to follow, preparing us to lower our guard, suspend our disbelief and go with the flow. Sunshine will do this every time: it’s one of Wodehouse’s most regular and reliable lightening strategies, opening 11 of his 70-odd novels, democratically bathing everyone inside and outside the story in its disinfecting warmth.


Blandings, the family seat of Clarence, ninth Earl of Emsworth, seems uniquely blessed with high sunshine hours. This is the opening of ‘The Custody of the Pumpkin’:


The morning sunshine descended like an amber shower-bath on Blandings Castle, lighting up with a heartening glow its ivied walls, its rolling parks, its gardens, outhouses, and messuages, and such of its inhabitants as chanced at the moment to be taking the air.


Or there’s this, the first paragraph of ‘Lord Emsworth and the Girl Friend’:


The day was so warm, so fair, so magically a thing of sunshine and blue skies that anyone acquainted with Clarence, ninth Earl of Emsworth, and aware of his liking for fair weather, would have pictured him going about the place on this summer morning with a beaming smile and an uplifted heart.


There’s more – but you get the idea: sunshine transfigures an already-blissful place like Blandings Castle into an other-worldly world. Whether they’re set in the city or country, if you’ve read a few Wodehouse novels, you may well come to feel, as Terry Wogan did, that “every sentence he wrote seems bathed in sunshine”. This is lightness doing its work brilliantly, because – of course – not every sentence is. Indeed, Galahad at Blandings opens in the drunk tank of a New York police station where the sun most definitely isn’t shining on the severely hungover Tipton Plimsoll. But this is to nitpick: even when it rains at Blandings, as in Heavy Weather’s biblical storm, it seems only to make the gardens more lush, fragrant and beautiful, so that when the sun returns – as it always does – it will show them off to better advantage. And even Tipton is forced to admit, when he first sets eyes on Blandings in Full Moon, that it is “Some joint!” As we discover early in Uncle Fred in the Springtime, Blandings enjoys far better weather than London: in the capital, spring seems “totally unable to make up its fat-headed mind whether it was supposed to be that ethereal mildness of which the poet sings or something suitable for ski-ers left over from the winter”. Yet while Pongo Twistleton is driven to “despondency” by these capricious weather patterns, Lord Emsworth, a shade over 150 miles to the northwest, is experiencing the “perfect happiness” that comes with “fine weather”:


We have seen spring being whimsical and capricious in London, but it knew enough not to try anything of that sort on Blandings Castle.


Plum adored the countryside, and in particular the county of Shropshire, home to Blandings and where he briefly lived with his parents and brothers from the age of 15. In a 1967 article for the Radio Times, he described it as a place where “my happiest days as a boy were spent”. In Psmith in the City, another Shropshire lad, Mike Jackson, gets homesick for the county’s “shady gardens and country sounds and smells”, wistfully remembering the times when he would be “lying in the shade in the garden with a book, or wandering down to the river to boat or bathe”. And so it’s no accident that Plum chose the county for his fictional earthly paradise, at a spot where the River Severn gleams in the distance, and the Wrekin – a gently undulating hill near Telford – can be glimpsed from the battlements. The geography is real; it’s just that in his paysage imaginé, Plum has inserted a castle.


For all its size and solidity, the castle building itself has a calming, inspiring and even comforting effect, as Galahad Threepwood points out in Sunset at Blandings, the final novel in the series that Wodehouse left unfinished at his death:


“I shall settle down at Blandings and grow a long white beard. The great thing about Blandings is that it never changes. When you come back to it after a temporary absence, you don’t find they’ve built on a red-brick annexe to the left wing and pulled down a couple of the battlements.”


Blandings is not age- or era-specific, but for all time, its unchanging appearance elevating its status beyond mere bricks-and-mortar into something that captures the imagination. This is why it doesn’t matter two hoots that Psmith invents a completely bogus history for it to impress Eve Halliday:


“All the ground on which we are now standing is of historic interest. Oliver Cromwell went through here in 1550. . . . Leaving the pleasaunce on our left, we proceed to the northern messuage. The dandelions were imported from Egypt by the ninth Earl. . . . You will enjoy the lake. . . . The newts are of the famous old Blandings strain. They were introduced, together with the water-beetles, in the reign of Queen Elizabeth. Lord Emsworth, of course, holds manorial rights over the mosquito-swatting.”


Fact or fiction makes no difference: Blandings is simply there. And the same goes for the local village, Market Blandings, as Plum tells us in 1915’s Something Fresh, where he describes it as “one of those sleepy hamlets modern progress has failed to touch”. No matter that a room above the grocer’s shop doubles as a film house, and that by 1923’s Leave It to Psmith it has become ‘The Electric Cinema’; even that modern contrivance is “ivy-covered and surmounted by stone gables”, giving it an ancient appearance. Town and castle are together a kind of still point in a turning world, something Gally – and we – can rely on. And so, unfortunately, I have to disagree with Geoffrey Jaggard, author of Blandings the Blest, who considers the possibility “certainly not worth pursuing” that the castle itself is the true hero of the stories, rather than any of its inhabitants or visitors. It most certainly is worth pursuing, for why else would Plum, right from the start in Something Fresh, bother to tell us (‘factually’ this time) that Blandings has been quietly working its magic since the middle of the 15th century? As the narrator tells us, “its history is recorded in England’s history books, and Viollet-le-Duc [an actual 19th-century French historian] has written of its architecture”. Which makes Lord Emsworth and his predecessors its temporary custodians, who will – as all men must – eventually hand in their dinner pails.


And yet, of course, they won’t, for, having outlived their creator, they too are rendered eternal. In his book Wodehouse at Work to the End, published soon after Plum’s death, Richard Usborne thoughtfully provides a hefty paragraph detailing the close-of-play score in the world of Blandings. I won’t quote it here, except for his assertion that “Blandings Castle and its messuages remain as paradisiac as ever”. Its park, gardens, lake, rose garden and yew alley can never be turned into a golf resort, or left to rack and ruin, for, as Galahad says, its castellated architecture is eternal. It is at once a place to live in and a symbol of something much more significant. Quite what that is needn’t concern us now, but will be pursued in Volume 3 of this work.


But Blandings is not merely a reminder of bygone times blessed with a favourable microclimate. It is also the future’s midwife, a sort of amorous adventure playground, giving its inmates space and time to meet, fall in love, sort out their differences, plight their troth – or all of the above. These loved-up insiders, both young and old, are the blessed ones, as are those of us who vicariously share their delight. The castle and its grounds become a crucible of Wodehousean sweetness and light, a club for those who fall under its beguiling influence. Lord Emsworth is its proprietor; Galahad, Uncle Fred and Beach its executive committee. There is no subscription or membership requirement other than getting the ‘feel’ of it. For example, in Summer Lightning Sue Brown “had passed the Censor” (Beach) despite her lowly social status as a chorus girl because –


From the flush on her face and the sparkle in her eyes, she seemed to be taking her first entry into Blandings Castle in quite the proper spirit of reverential excitement. To be at Blandings plainly meant something to her, was an event in her life.


And once you’re in, you’re in for good. You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave, even if you happen to be its creator. As Wodehouse himself remarked: “The place exercises a sort of spell over me. I am always popping down to Shropshire and looking in there to hear the latest news, and there always seems to be something to interest me.” This, of course, accounts for why he chronicled the doings within its walls in 11 novels and 9 short stories spread over 60 years. What he calls his “puppets” slipped their strings and took on a life of their own, as did the setting in which he placed them.


But it’s not all love, sunshine and rose gardens: there’s a set of outsiders who don’t ‘get’ Blandings: the Efficient Baxters, the Percy Pilbeams, and even its chatelaine Lady Constance to some extent. These outsiders may live in this world, but they are most definitely not of it; rather, they are uncomprehending, dismissive and often downright obstructive of the magic going on all around them. The Duke of Dunstable (perhaps not unreasonably) considers Blandings “a private asylum”, and even its second son, Freddie Threepwood (at least in the early novels), thinks it constitutes a sort of “Siberia” in its seclusion from the rest of the world. These characters are not possessed of the right stuff that will grant them full access to Wodehousean lightness, being respectively too ungenerous of spirit, dishonest, snobbish, potty or fat-headed to appreciate its influence. Some of these characters are not so much the baddies in the set-up as the opposition, who don’t need defeating so much as out-manoeuvring. Where they go wrong is in failing to spot that the values that govern reality outside the castle walls hold very little sway within it. The sunny, aberrant reality of Blandings will always doom them to failure.


Historical symbol, amorous adventure playground, club for the light of heart and mind – and much besides. While Blandings is the most multifaceted parallel world Wodehouse created, there are dozens of other ecosystems he dreamed up, small self-enclosed communities that live by their own rules – probably because he was exposed to so many similar institutions throughout his life, whether by choice or by compulsion. Here’s a chronological selection:




	Wodehouse’s fictional schools, such as Wrykyn, Sedleigh, Locksley, Beckford College and St Austin’s, are self-regulating, semi-porous gated communities that for the most part enjoy an arm’s-length relationship with what goes on outside them. Bertie Wooster recalls his early years as a pupil at a “penitentiary . . . with the outward guise of a prep school”. Wodehouse, by contrast, enjoyed “six years of unbroken bliss” at his own most significant school, Dulwich, boarding for most of his time there. If, as he claimed, “the years between 1894 and 1900 were like heaven”, it would have been because until the age of 13 Wodehouse had known little geographic stability, and at Dulwich he at last found a ready-made society he could fit into and thrive inside. As we saw in Volume 1, his school stories and novels, published in the main between 1901 and 1911, vividly capture the atmosphere of similar institutions, whose complex internal structure resembles that of a Russian doll: the School is composed of individual Houses, with each house sub-divided into two- and three-boy Studies. These last are effectively miniature worlds (the Study): within worlds (the House), within a world (the School), within the world. Once again, there are wheels within wheels, and Plum masterfully depicts the internal conflict felt by his lead characters as they struggle to define themselves in relation to each of these different hierarchies.


	Having left Dulwich, Wodehouse found himself in a second hothouse environment – the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank in the City of London – and in the company of many other young men from a similar educational background. The daily routine was much like being back at school, complete with a strictly enforced dress code and a tariff of punishments for minor misdemeanours, compellingly described in 1910’s Psmith in the City. Despite frequent references in his early fiction to banks being more akin to gulags than financial institutions, Plum doesn’t seem to have had too bad a time there: in his later years, an oil painting of his former workplace hung above his writing desk.


	In their leisure hours, metropolitan young men with an income – and those living off munificent parents, open-handed guardians or the bequests of deceased relatives – would congregate in members-only gentlemen’s clubs. This is the world of the Eggs, Beans, Crumpets and Pie-faces of the Drones stories, and Wodehouse himself flitted among them for much of his life in both London – at establishments including the Constitutional, the Garrick, the Savage, the Yorick and the Beefsteak – and New York. Indeed, the districts of Mayfair and St. James’s – where many of London’s clubs are situated – represent another Wodehouse World that he himself identified in the 1957 essay ‘My World – and what happened to it’. “It was always a small world,” he writes, “one of the smallest I ever met” – and at a little over one square mile in area, it actually was.


	We can plausibly argue that getting hitched to Ethel Wayman neatly fits this premise of creative enclosure: the couple’s seminomadic existence in four countries on two continents for almost 40 years required Ethel to engineer sympathetic environments within which her husband could focus his creative energies with the minimum of distraction – what he would call “that desert island feeling which I love”.


	Having written song lyrics for the stage since 1904, Plum finally started work on full-scale musicals on both sides of the Atlantic in 1915. Each production involved the creation of a small, engaging, fictional world eight times a week inside the confines of a theatre building that was itself a world in microcosm, with its temporary clottings of actors, writers and technicians united in the common cause of putting on the show. Perhaps the best example from Plum’s biography is the Princess Theatre on West 39th Street in New York, a pocket-sized venue with only 299 seats whose cheek-by-jowl intimacy encouraged Wodehouse and his writing partners Jerome Kern and Guy Bolton to move away from the big-cast spectaculars then in fashion on Broadway towards more modest, nuanced endeavours. As we saw in Volume 1, the success of these more intimate shows was highly influential on the development of musical comedy, particularly in the U.S., and there will be more about the pivotal role the theatre played in forming Plum’s sensibility in a few pages’ time.


	With careers on page and stage – and later in films – Wodehouse started rubbing shoulders with the landed gentry, and “[his] little world overflowed” into some of England’s stately homes. He had been visiting country houses on and off since about the age of six, when his widowed maternal grandmother moved her family into Cheney Court, an Elizabethan pile in the county of Wiltshire. But when wealth came his way, he mixed more regularly with the great and the good, not just in their homes, but in the luxury hotels, spas, casinos and the first-class accommodation of transatlantic liners where the rich tend to hide themselves away from those less fortunate. (Second class, we’re told in The Luck of the Bodkins is “like being on another ship”.) All these private playgrounds of the privileged find their way into his fiction.





Schools, clubs, institutions, theatres, mansions – all of them compact and with boundaries. Small worlds within bigger worlds. Whatever he turned his hand to, Wodehouse seems to have made a success of it by instinctively spotting a world he could work both inside and with, tailoring his artistic ambitions to fit its dimensions precisely. And so to the list above we might add the 19th hole of the golf club (the fiefdom of the Oldest Member) and the bar parlour of the Angler’s Rest where Mr Mulliner holds court. Even Beach’s pantry is its own snug little world where those privileged enough to enter can conduct their business away from prying eyes and ears, lubricated by that esteemed butler’s finest port. Both in his life and art, Plum was drawn to them all.


And we mustn’t forget Plum’s beloved suburbs. In Bill the Conqueror, he dreams up a comfortable sanctuary for Sinclair Hammond, a man of simple habits “who asked little more from life than to be left alone to do his writing”. The garden of Holly House, Wimbledon Common, is “practically a Paradise”: situated in one of London’s leafier enclaves, it is “quite an Eden”. “Shut off from the outer world by high brick walls”, it has “more than its fair share of trees”, and in summer it “blaze[s] very nobly with many-coloured flowers”. Add “smooth lawns, hedges of lavender and a decent-sized stone pool with a goldfish”, and it becomes “by no means a bad place” for “a man who liked to sit and dream”. But it’s to the southeast London suburb of Valley Fields (West Dulwich in real life, the district that encloses his beloved school) that Plum most often retreats when he feels like a spot of rus in urbe, a location made even more attractive by the fact that in the early 20th century, the look and the lifestyle of an ersatz country squire was attainable for a few hundred pounds – the price of a modest villa of a type he shared with his parents for a short time at 62 Croxted Road (which unfortunately no longer exists, having been redeveloped). At the opening of Sam the Sudden, the narrative voice explains that although it has been “engulfed” by the “vast lake of brick and asphalt which is London”, it’s still possible to envisage Valley Fields as a “remote spot to which jaded bucks and beaux would ride when they wanted to get really close to Nature” that has still “not altogether lost its ancient air of rusticity”. Writing in propria persona in a new introduction to the novel’s 1972 edition, the long-exiled 91-year-old author expresses the hope that “in the thirty-three years since I have seen it Valley Fields has not ceased to be a fragrant backwater” for it was “where so many of my happiest hours have been spent”. A sort of a suburban Shropshire, then, with Plum using a near- identical phrase to describe how well the local atmosphere suited him.


Nearly 100 years later, one can still recognize what he meant: the number 3 bus that Kay Derrick catches in Sam the Sudden still passes through Dulwich on its way in and out of central London, and desirable suburban villas with names like ‘Mon Repos’ and ‘San Rafael’ remain “green and neat and soothing” now as then:


More seeds are sold each spring in Valley Fields, more lawn mowers pushed, more garden rollers borrowed, more snails destroyed, more green fly squirted with patent mixtures, than in any other suburb on the Surrey side of the river. Brixton may have its Bon Marché and Sydenham its Crystal Palace; but when it comes to pansies, roses, tulips, hollyhocks and nasturtiums, Valley Fields points with pride.


The (long gone) department stores and pleasure domes of the nearby suburbs are all very well, but the sylvan island that is Valley Fields never ceased to woo and ensnare Wodehouse’s attention for the whole of his writing career, from 1910’s Psmith in the City to 1973’s Bachelors Anonymous, via Company for Henry, Do Butlers Burgle Banks?, Ice in the Bedroom, Something Fishy, Pearls, Girls and Monty Bodkin and Big Money – and that doesn’t include the umpteen school stories that model such establishments as Wrykyn and St Austin’s on aspects of Dulwich College, which continues to dominate the skyline of southeast London. His boarding house, Elm Lawn, may now be the Master’s lodgings, but Plum’s name can still be seen on the wall of the cricket pavilion, painted in gold, as a member of the 1899 school team.


Sentimental? Of course, but Valley Fields, Wimbledon Common – and the more ruralized suburbia that still encircles London almost completely – represented something far deeper than period window dressing in Wodehouse’s soul. They were, quite simply, some of the few places where both he and his imagination felt safe, secure, comfortable and unthreatened: where he belonged. The house in Remsenburg, New York, which Ethel bought in 1952 and in which the couple lived quietly until Wodehouse’s death in 1975, was essentially a ‘Mon Repos’ with larger rooms and a (much) bigger garden – more like the “several acres” that surrounds Holly House. In that new introduction to Sam the Sudden, Plum ’fesses up that this is where his creativity could really flourish:


In the course of a longish life I have flitted about a bit. I have had homes in Mayfair, in Park Avenue, New York, in Beverly Hills, California, and other posh localities, but I have always been a suburbanite at heart, and it is when I get a plot calling for a suburban setting that I really roll up my sleeves and give of my best.


And he meant it. Here and in the countryside he could find the space, quietness and intimacy his temperament required, usually in the company of a well-drawing pipe. Same as it ever was, it seems: here is novelist Jeremy Garnet, stationed in the Dorset countryside for the duration of 1906’s Love Among the Chickens, musing on a similar theme as he strolls around his lawn on a gloriously sunny summer morning enjoying a smoke:


These are the pipes to which a man looks back in after years with a feeling of wistful reverence, pipes smoked in perfect tranquillity, mind and body alike at rest. It is over pipes like these that we dream our dreams, and fashion our masterpieces.


And so, having created his own worlds from alchemizing life and imagination, Wodehouse then invites us to inhabit them. If we hit it off with Blandings (for example) and are drawn deeper into its ambience, the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts, and at a certain indeterminate stage in our relationship with it, Blandings gains sufficient imaginative traction for it to stand alone and carry its own reality with it, which we then enter on its terms. When this point is reached, we are one with Plum’s characters, and they too regularly fall for the genius loci of wherever it is they are. But then we are afforded a privilege that even his insiders aren’t: if we explore the canon more widely, his single worlds seem to flow together into one large composite, united by the unique sensibility of the author who created them. And thus we gain our passport to Wodehouse World.


It wasn’t always as straightforward as that, of course. Before he could welcome readers into his imaginative world, Wodehouse first had to own it in order that it might ring true; he had to live in it, if only in his head. And for that to happen, certain prerequisites had to be in place. Note Jeremy Garnet’s requirement for “perfect tranquillity” with “his mind and body alike at rest” before he can “fashion [his] masterpieces”, or Sinclair Hammond’s cosy domestic arrangements described earlier. So it was with Plum, who didn’t seem to reach that blissful stage in his creative development for almost ten years after he wrote those sentences in 1906. Once more with apologies to the Volume 1 veterans, here’s a brief résumé of where Plum stood between 1907 and 1915, aged 26–34, a period of considerable disquiet and constant searching.


Wodehouse had grown perceptibly impatient with the school stories on which he was continuing to build his reputation, but which, he felt, were painting him into a creative corner. The older he got, the more difficult it would be for him to fulfil his grander ambitions beyond the school walls, which included cracking the lucrative American market. From 1904 onwards, he had tried to reach escape velocity by exploring different styles and genres of writing, from a children’s story (William Tell Told Again) to political satire (The Swoop) and literary semi-autobiography (Not George Washington), but none appears to have perfectly meshed with his creative instincts, ending up as little more than competent pastiche. This imaginative restlessness was mirrored in his day-to-day life as a jobbing freelancer: journalist at the Globe until lunchtime, fiction writer in the afternoon, theatre lyricist as and when.


That said, it must have been exhilarating to have arrived: in 1908, after publishing ten titles, he had debuted in the U.K. social bible Who’s Who. But he was living from book to book and story to story with nowhere he or his imagination could truly call home, a rootlessness mirrored by his inability to settle in one place for any length of time. In the period we’re looking at, Plum made five return trips to America by ocean liner, dividing his stays in England between various lodgings in London and Emsworth House, a small private school in Hampshire where he had been camping out on and off since 1903. He was, in just about every respect, all over the place, and controlling his cash flow in such circumstances was proving difficult. As late as October 1914 he reported that his “much-refused” story ‘The Romance of an Ugly Policeman’ had finally been taken by Ainslee’s magazine, and that the $125 it netted would keep him in chips for “about two months” if he rented cheap accommodation or squatted in friends’ apartments. Back then, $125 equated to about £25 – not exactly starvation wages, but not supportive of a champagne lifestyle either. And, yes, he still had those school stories as a last-ditch insurance policy: in 1913 he had placed the three-part ‘The Eighteen Carat Kid’ (later to become The Little Nugget) with the boys’ paper The Captain, and as late as June 1915 he was still contemplating “writing another Mike, with the hero a footballer instead of a cricketer”. Would there be no escape?


Fortunately, there was. An alternative root system was slowly establishing itself beneath the surface dislocations of his career, not that the hyperactive Plum would have had the necessary perspective to see it as such. In Volume 1, Chapter 9, I included a list of tropes from 1909’s A Gentleman of Leisure that would subsequently reappear in many of the formulaic plots of his Golden Age – very early hints of what Wodehouse World might later grow into. Psmith and Reggie Pepper would respectively arrive in April 1908 and March 1911, both significant in the development of Plum’s adult ‘voice’. But as for the single, overarching ‘atmosphere’ that would later embrace all his writings, there was little sign.


Then, out of left field in September 1914, came his whirlwind courtship and marriage to Ethel Wayman, who almost immediately made her presence felt on his restive, bachelor’s demeanour. Eight years on from creating Jeremy Garnet, Plum seems to have found a major constituent of that “perfect tranquillity”, as he gushed to his friend, the editor and novelist Leslie Havergal Bradshaw, a matter of days after getting hitched:


Married life really is the greatest institution that ever was. When I look back and think of the rotten time I have been having all my life, compared to this, it makes me sick. And when I think that I was once actually opposed to your getting married, I am amazed at myself. . . . All I know is that for the first time in my life I am absolutely happy.


This was no nine-day wonder: Plum and Ethel remained absolutely co-dependent until death sundered them in 1975. It’s not often I’m allowing Plum’s biography to intrude on my discussion of the development of his imagination, but on this occasion, a direct link between his life and art is entirely justifiable. His altered status is unlikely to have banished his self-professed anxieties overnight – and no doubt it brought a few of its own – but in assuming responsibility for Ethel and her young daughter, Leonora, Plum began talking about “the Wodehouse home” for the first time. “The knowledge that it is up to one to support someone else has a stimulating effect,” he wrote, and for the next five years Plum did at least manage to stay put in America, smoothing the way for Wodehouse World to finally rise above its foundations - as we’ll see in a moment. Although he and Ethel didn’t truly settle down until the 1950s, at least he was now more grounded than he had been, and was lucky enough to have found a wife who would effectively ‘produce’ the rest of his life while he got on with the job of writing the books and earning the money – which at that point (October 10, 1914) was somewhat urgent, as he only had $70 in the bank.


Straight after their nuptials, the Wodehouses moved into a rented bungalow at Bellport, Long Island, a quiet settlement that had only been incorporated as a village four years previously; it was a mere 16 miles from where they would finally come to a halt in Remsenburg nearly 40 years later. Almost immediately, they started nesting, acquiring a puppy and “keep[ing] open house for all the dogs in the neighbourhood” – something that would become a lifelong habit. Plum writes of “practically . . . camping out” in this first marital home as he “developed a wonderful liking for washing dishes. I find it stimulates thought”. He also wrote to his former housekeeper Lillian Barnett to ask if she could arrange to have some of his “things” sent over from England, including his heavy boots, his woollen waistcoat and even his bicycle. So at least in this department of his life, mind and body would be more at rest than they had been for some time, and he was emotionally if not yet physically anchored. On October 24, 1914, he wrote:


I never appreciated married life so much as last night. I came home, tired and hungry, after having walked out from Patchogue and having had nothing to eat for hours, and there was a fine dinner and a blazing fire, and E. fussing over me, and all sorts of good things. It was perfectly ripping.


Food. Warmth. Cosiness. Love. A place to call his own. And all in fairly short order. But could he now start fashioning his masterpieces? The answer to that question is a qualified ‘yes’, for only weeks after he became a husband, things started to mesh in his imagination that would have far-reaching consequences for his future writing. Coincidence? Who knows?


This process started in the unlikeliest of places. In 1913, a new magazine, Vanity Fair, had hit the New York news-stands, and almost immediately Plum got himself a gig as a jobbing contributor that would end up lasting nine years. Catering to a chic, metropolitan readership who were suckers for anything old, upper-class and English (or all three - early issues carried ads for repro ‘Elizabethan’ oak furniture), Plum happily obliged with articles like ‘The Noble Art of Falconry (And the Gradual Extinction of the Sport in England)’, a short item on a feudal pastime it’s unlikely he knew much and cared even less about. More importantly, however, Vanity Fair already had strong connections with the theatre, and, being something of an aficionado with plenty of backstage experience, Plum was a shoo-in as its drama critic, a role he gratefully accepted as his lyric-writing career started to take off. Editorially, the magazine sometimes managed to combine all these fascinations, as in Plum’s January 1914 article ‘The Gaiety Girl and the Peerage’, which pondered the reason why English Lords married chorus girls (apparently, it was “the English demand for amusement tempered with morality” – more of which in Chapter 5 of this volume).


For the October 1914 issue, with his attention oscillating Janus-like between Broadway and the old nobility back home, Plum tossed off a piece of unsigned, third-rate hackwork entitled ‘The English Country House’, which set out to lampoon the seemingly endless (and, to Plum, tiresome) love affair between the stage and these venerable institutions. Only – it doesn’t quite read that way. In fact, if we want to lay a foundation stone for Wodehouse World, we could do a lot worse than pick this backwoods location, for, suitably modified, the very same over-familiar format he sought to poke fun at would help him deliver the breakthrough novel he would publish only a few months later. In the article, Plum described how an anonymous country house morphs into a theatre - just as he was gathering his thoughts for the debut of Blandings.


Wodehouse had visited many country houses since his childhood, so not only did he have form with such institutions, he had witnessed their unique ‘otherness’ at first hand. (For some fascinating background, see Volume 1, Chapter 14 of Norman Murphy’s A Wodehouse Handbook, or you can wait for Volume 3 of this work.) As Wodehouse World began establishing itself in the early 1920s, he would often pitch up at Hunstanton Hall in Norfolk, a crumbling, ivy-clad Tudor mansion presided over by the aptly-monikered Charles Le Strange, a distant cousin. It was here that, in addition to discovering the model for Empress of Blandings in a remote sty, Plum spent many happy weeks sitting alone in a punt on the moat, his typewriter resting “on a bed-table balanced on one of the seats”, tapping away, his only company the ducks who quacked “like a man with an unpleasant voice saying nasty things in an undertone”. Yet as early as 1909 he had produced his first recognizably Wodehousean country-house caper, which had begun its many iterations as the 1909 novella The Gem Collector. The house itself – Corven Abbey – is described as something a little more than bricks and mortar; indeed, it’s one of


the handsomest buildings in Shropshire. To stand on the hill at the back of the house was to see a view worth remembering. The lower portion of the hill, between the house and the lake, had been cut into broad terraces. The lake itself, with its island with the little boathouse in the centre, was a glimpse of fairyland.


For the house’s second appearance, now renamed ‘Dreever Castle’ in The Intrusions of Jimmy (the novel-length expansion of The Gem Collector) ownership has passed from new American to old English money; but the ‘fairyland’ description has been retained and even acquired a capital ‘F’ in the move, perhaps to lend it added significance. But Plum doesn’t do anything much with this other-worldly sheen; it remains window-dressing, letting us know that Dreever occupies an idyllic spot in the landscape and not much else.


And then, over the next five years, Plum’s imagination seems to have fallen out of love with such backdrops, as the opening sentences of his October 1914 article attests:


It has never been clearly decided whether English country-house life came into being to keep the English playwright from the bread-line, or whether the playwright owes his existence to the country-house. The only thing certain is that, if there had been no country-houses, many deserving dramatists would have had to get right out and work.


By now Plum could write this faux-sophisticated copy in his sleep – and probably almost did. On this occasion it mirrors the torpor of those itinerant ingrates to be found in Leave It to Psmith who “spent a great deal of their time going from one country house to another, and as a rule found the routine a little monotonous”. Indeed, his early writings contain several examples of uneventful and even painful country-house sojourns. In ‘The Matrimonial Sweepstakes’ (1910), “at the end of the first week [Marvin Rossiter] was more than half inclined to make some excuse and get right out of the place next day”; even Keggs, the butler, has to resort to “little sporting flutters . . . to relieve the monotony of country life”. The unnamed pile in 1911’s ‘The Best Sauce’ “was a dreary house in which to spend winter days. There were no books that one could possibly read. The nearest railway station was five miles away. There was not even a dog to talk to. Generally it rained.” And in The Prince and Betty the following year, as soon as the cast decamped to Norworth Court, the “shadow” of that establishment “beg[a]n to fall like a miasma” on its guests. Yet we know from Wodehouse’s biography and our reading of his later output that he didn’t find life in country houses boring of itself. It’s just that in his stories it was proving difficult to tap their dramatic potential – something he would start putting right in Something Fresh by placing himself in the position of chatelain and dreaming up plots for his ‘guests’ – both his characters and his readers – to get involved in.


As Plum informs us at some length in the article (published anonymously, but credited to a “Hardened Week-Ender”), it’s unwise to simply dump a disparate bunch of people in the middle of nowhere and expect them to gel spontaneously, no matter how convivial the board and lodgings:


The average party consists of people fifty percent of whom are meeting each other for the first time: they have from Friday or Saturday evening to Monday morning to get acquainted. This is about two years eleven months and a few days less than the minimum period in which the average Briton can get acquainted with anyone. An air of restraint broods over the gathering. Good-fellowship exists in patches, but the bulk of the temporary population of the house has the tense demeanour of those who have set themselves a task and mean to fulfil it. They have contracted to stay till Monday morning, and they mean to do it; but it is too much to expect them to do it rollickingly.


The weekend becomes a test of endurance rather than something to be enjoyed, so some upfront plotting and planning will be necessary, with the quality of the host’s input potentially making or breaking the party atmosphere:


If your host is one of those hosts who believe in letting guests alone to amuse themselves, the probability is that the guests . . . will be passively bored.


If he leaves too much to chance, the weekend probably won’t hang together even though all the ingredients may be present and correct. Interfere too much, and he becomes an “active evil” (in 1910’s A Gentleman of Leisure, for example, we are told that “for pure discomfort there are few things in the world that can compete with . . . an amateur theatrical performance in a country house”). Plum concludes that either way “it is a hard world” – and there the article peters out.


By the closing stages of this strange piece, it’s difficult not to infer that the whole thing is not so much about country house weekends as a meditation on writing, and that Plum had finally put his finger on why his published fiction had up to this point been such a mish-mash of styles and subjects. Quite simply, he had failed to fully appreciate his duties as a host. For a start, he didn’t have a base of operations, a world into which he could welcome his readers; he had simply been looking at the world, not drawing everyone into one of his own making, fashioning his characters, plots and settings into a convincing whole. He had managed it with his school stories, but had yet to replicate their economy and intimacy in his ‘adult’ titles. It’s perhaps no accident that when given the opportunity, even as late as 1921, he would substantially re-work material from the period 1906 to 1912 that he thought could be given a new lease of life, including Love Among the Chickens, A Gentleman of Leisure, The Prince and Betty and Psmith, Journalist. And although no amount of revision could disguise the flaws in these titles, the later versions would each benefit from the tighter discipline Plum now brought to the party. Indeed, in the case of The Prince and Betty, he would discover that he had written two novels for the price of one, floating Psmith, Journalist out from the original hopelessly tangled and unfocused narrative of 1912. Rather than trying to cram two very different worlds between the covers as he had in the earlier version, Wodehouse had realized that less is more and given each of them room to breathe.


These re-workings are a wonderful resource for those of us fascinated by the evolution of Plum’s writing, and would justify a book on their own; maybe one day. But in comparing Something Fresh with everything that had gone before, it’s clear that something seismic must have recently taken place in the part of Wodehouse’s brain where his writer’s genius resided prior to him inserting that first blank sheet of paper into his typewriter; for he had recognized (or perhaps re-learned) that what animates a story and holds it together is of equal if not greater significance than simply who’s in it and what happens. Without substantial input from a controlling intelligence – a producer figure – what results will be no greater than the sum of its parts. But things can be very different, and back in the body of that Vanity Fair article, Plum puts an avuncular arm round our collective shoulder and gently ushers us into a markedly altered reality from what he’d dished up in the past.


Once through the front entrance of the “country-house” [sic], amid the buzz of polite chatter from our fellow guests, we already get the sense that our minds are being messed with . . .


The whole atmosphere is of the stage. You enter (r. c.) [stage right, centre] through the front door onto a “hall scene”. Various characters are scattered about “gracefully drinking tea”. In the background, Jakes, the faithful butler. Your hostess comes forward and speaks a line: you reply: and from that moment you become part of the action of the piece.


It’s as if we’ve suddenly started acting in a play we don’t remember auditioning for, in a theatre we thought was a house – and we willingly go along with it, perhaps against our better judgement. Or it may be that we can’t help ourselves, having already been bewitched. Even though it’s happening in real life and in real time, Plum tries to account for this strange “atmosphere” we’re experiencing:


It is the fault of the dramatists, in all probability. You have seen so many plays, the third act of which took place in the hall of Sir Raymond Prothero’s country-house in Shropshire, that you cannot get away from the thing.


There’s no escape: reality has somehow been flipped on its head, and we have passed through the looking glass to be welcomed into another, parallel world in which nothing happens randomly and everything is performed. Within the confines of this country house, Life is imitating Art, a relationship that should be happening the other way round. Read any philosopher from Aristotle onwards and they insist that Art is supposed to imitate Life. Only here it’s not, and we’re left with a sneaky feeling that we’re not in Kansas anymore. Suddenly, all the world is a stage . . . and all the men and women are merely players:


The types of residents and visitors are eternal . . . how can one explain the fact that people who in London are individuals become types as soon as they have passed its portals? This is not a wild statement: it can be supported by evidence. Each week throughout the year the London illustrated papers print country-house “groups.” Each group is exactly the same as every other group.


Note the “and visitors”: we, too, have become part of this charade. Once inside, real people turn into characters, and stock comic characters at that. Representing the family, there’s “The Lord of the Manor”; his wife, “Lady Bountiful”; and “the Son and Heir”. Then come the guests, among whom are “the sad-faced golfer, the stern tennis-player, the terrace-haunting sentimentalists, the mother with daughter, the smart lady with dog” – and, bringing up the rear, we have the servants, who are the “comic relief”.


This de-individualization is precisely the direction Plum’s own cast-lists were already moving in. A quick glance at the contents page of this volume reveals that Chapters 3–7 explore Wodehouse World from the perspective of several sets of character types that would account for most of the leading roles in his mature plots. And Plum shows us this process beginning here: as we look on from the sidelines, we can immediately divine the purpose of that distinguished-looking elderly gentleman standing over there:


On the stage he is sometimes a barrister or a Cabinet Minister, and his duty is to be the Man Who Keeps His Head, the Man Who Knows The World, the Man Who Has The Fatherly Scene with the Heroine. Her husband does not understand her: she has temperament, he merely exists for sport: she is going to run away with the young man with the black hair brushed back over his head. And then she collides with this gentle, kindly, cynical, understanding man with the strong face, and he talks to her. After he has talked to her for twenty minutes or so, she feels that her husband isn’t so bad after all, and so you get the happy ending.


There you go – a plot on a silver platter garnished with watercress, all naturally arising out of the physical attributes of one character, who hasn’t even talked yet. This is what can happen in this theatrical atmosphere, and it is reminiscent of Psmith’s second-ever utterance to Mike Jackson, when the pair meet for the first time at Sedleigh school:


“Are you the Bully, the Pride of the School, or the Boy who is Led Astray and takes to Drink in Chapter Sixteen?”


“The last, for choice,” said Mike, “but I’ve only just arrived, so I don’t know.”


“The boy—what will he become?”


With the elderly gentleman, there is no question of what he will become, because he already is that person. Which would make the answer to Psmith’s question to be “whatever his creator needs him to be”. In mature Wodehouse, individuality is a theme that isn’t strenuously pursued, because all Plum’s characters, absolutely without exception, are his puppets to be manoeuvred around the stage according to the demands of the plot. That doesn’t mean they aren’t memorable, or that we can’t grow to care for them – quite the reverse: Plum actively needs us to be engaged with certain characters for his lightness to work properly. Just don’t demand that they are fully three-dimensional, rounded personalities, because that’s not the way things work round here. More of which, as I say, from Chapter 3 onwards.


But what of us, now that we’ve been spirited across the threshold of this parallel universe? Being co-conspirators in the artifice, it’s as if we’ve joined the dramatis personae:


[Y]ou have nothing to think of except the part for which you have been cast. Off stage, you are a man with pronounced views on a variety of different subjects: once in the country-house, you become a mere inspector of horses, a prodder of pigs, an unnoticed unit at the breakfast-table.


We’re not the leading lights of the troupe; rather, we’re members of the chorus, the on-stage millers-about in what we would now call an ‘immersive’ theatrical production, with the characters moving through and around us. It’s quite relaxing once you get the hang of it, Plum assures us. From being an “eerie” experience in an unfamiliar reality, it’s actually quite “restful” once we forget our own way of seeing the world has been quietly supplanted with someone else’s. Freed from the necessity of being ourselves, our “private troubles fade as [we] enter it”, and “the world seems very far away”. For so it is, despite the fact we’re still umbilically attached to it: we know what we’re experiencing isn’t real, and that we can leave any time we want to. This makes Plum’s modest piece of rather low-octane satire actually far more significant than he could possibly have imagined, containing within it something approaching an allegory of what it’s like to read – and enjoy – one of his stories set in Wodehouse World. Once we slip the bonds of our own reality (or are inveigled out of it) we can enjoy his work for what it is: a collection of formulae with a strong theatrical bias.


For what Plum is actually doing by inviting us in is adopting a formula beloved of comic dramatists since antiquity – breaking the fourth wall of the theatre that notionally separates the audience from the actors. In its most modest form, this removal simply involves a single performer acknowledging the audience’s existence by talking directly to us, not at us – which, of course, is Bertie’s stock-in-trade, or that of any first-person narrator. We are his confidants, whom he entrusts with privileged information, drawing us into the story.


This is one of several age-old theatrical strategies the prose writer can borrow to effect this matiness, but with Plum, even when using third-person narration, the informality of his mature tone has much the same effect. The speaker becomes our friend and equal, not some high-and-mighty lecturer or spokesman. Plum is simply the latest in a long line of comic writers to buttonhole our attention and play the raconteur, as do all his arch storytellers whom we’ll be meeting later in this book. From the dawn of English stage comedy in the late 15th century, writers were doing precisely this, as in the following example from Henry Medwall’s interlude Fulgens and Lucres, in which an actor, alone and facing his audience, apologizes in advance for the comic content (‘myrthe’) of the play he’s performing in:


It is the mynde and intent


Of me and the company to content


The leste that stondeth here,


And so I trust ye wylle it alowe –


By Godis mercy where am I now?


Everyone, even the least (‘leste’) in the audience, is invited to get on board and join in the fun – at which point the narrator, just like Bertie would 400-odd years later, apologizes for his digression, having lost his place in the script.


There will be more on drama history – much more – later. For now, I’ll leave you with the observation that 20th-century literary postmodernism, which makes such a great song and dance about the democratic and mischievous way it sheds daylight on the creative process, is neither as original nor clever as it thinks it is. Plum and his fellow humourists had been doing it for over two millennia (and I guess that in keeping with this tradition, I too should crave your pardon for going off on a slight tangent).
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