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Author’s Note





This is a study of several writers and their circle, whose work has certain ideas and beliefs in common, and who, I believe, are better understood when they are considered in relation to each other. It is chiefly a work of biography, but sometimes strays into an examination of its subjects’ writings, so as to identify and highlight certain strands of thought.


Evelyn Waugh is the central figure in the narrative. Indeed, as the book progresses, he comes to dominate it almost to the exclusion of the other members of his circle. This is because, in his person and his writings, increasingly as the years passed, he displayed the characteristics and conflicts of the group more intensely and dramatically, and more entertainingly, than any other member. I have not, however, tried to write an exhaustive biography of him, but have attempted instead to concentrate on and draw out what seem to me the essential features of his personality and imagination. Overall, I hope that the book will be read as a small piece of cultural history, an account of a certain strain in English life and writing during this century.





H.C.                           


Oxford, January 1989
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‘… Thought They Must Be Foreigners’





When the First World War came to an end in November 1918, Eton College still seemed firmly rooted in the Edwardian era. Reports on the Wall Game dominated the Eton Chronicle, and when a series of Eton Broadsheets was begun, to print the work of school poets, such subjects were chosen as ‘Derwentwater’ and ‘The East Window of Eton College Chapel’. Yet Eton, secure at the top of the English social system, could afford to tolerate eccentricity in a way that lesser establishments did not dare. As George Orwell, who was a scholar there from 1917 to 1921, has written, ‘Eton … has one great virtue … a tolerant and civilized atmosphere which gives each boy a fair chance of developing his own individuality.’


Certainly in odd corners of the school, unconventional tastes could be encountered. At Dyson’s the jewellers in Eton High Street there was a wind-up gramophone in a room above the shop, and for a few pence Etonians could go up the stairs and play their own records – such machines being forbidden within the confines of the school itself. In the winter months of 1918, customers in the shop might, on certain afternoons, have had reason to glance up at the ceiling, for upstairs an entire corps de ballet seemed to be practising its steps.


If anyone ventured up and pushed open the door, he or she would see just a couple of young Etonians. But they were leaping around the room with the energy, if not the finesse, of Nijinsky. It was the music of the Ballets Russes to which they were dancing: Petroushka, and then, with a pause to wind the machine, a side or two of Schéhérazade.


Neither of them had yet seen the celebrated ballet company, but one of the boys – the one with a high domed forehead – had met Diaghilev when the impresario came to tea at the boy’s family’s Florentine villa. They had both avidly followed reports of the company’s public appearances, cutting out pictures of Massine and other principals from the illustrated papers, and making inspired guesses about the choreography.


After a few minutes, they would pause for breath, and the other boy – tall, with jet-black wavy hair and a dead-white face – would expatiate on his latest enthusiasm, in a manner copied at fourth hand from the now dispersed followers of Oscar Wilde. It might have been absurdly precocious in a thirteen-year-old, were it not that he seemed to have been born for such a performance. His eyes, as Eton acquaintances remarked, seemed by nature to be heavily made up.


‘My dear, I’ve just discovered a person who has something, just something, a little bit unusual, under a pimply and rather catastrophic exterior. Of course, I may be mistaken, and there is a faint risk that he may develop into a bore. But what do you think, my dear, he has a passion for campanology.’


‘Really, Brian?’ responds the other. ‘And is that interesting?’


‘Why, it is the art of ringing bells, my dear. He knows everything, simply everything there is to know about it. I’m trying to persuade him to write a causerie on the subject. It could be extremely suggestive. I think I shall send it with a covering letter to the Eton Chronicle,explaining to the editor why I think it so very important.’


He pauses and blinks his long eyelashes. He usually tells new acquaintances: ‘I am said to be the image of Max Beerbohm when he was beautiful as well as brilliant,’ and he does indeed bear a close resemblance to the Rothenstein drawing of the young Max.


His companion, whose vowels do not sound altogether English – a lengthened a here, an American twang there – asks why campanology should be so important.


‘It struck me’, answers the Beerbohm cherub, ‘that every house’ (he means every boarding house in Eton College) ‘should build its own belfry. Then it could be distinguished both musically and architecturally. But I’m afraid’, he adds with a sigh, ‘that in my case m’tutor is bound to choose Lutyens. I suppose it can’t be helped, though one hears that he has made some tolerable designs for New Delhi. You, of course, will want to erect a Florentine campanile.’ The cherub pouts thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Having originated the scheme, I shall insist on being Chairman of the Bell Committee. I shall choose m’tutor’s bells.’


His companion laughs. ‘At Cartier’s, I suppose? And of platinum inlaid with cabochon rubies?’


The cherub frowns. ‘Now, don’t be facetious, dear, it doesn’t happen to suit you. I am in earnest. Just think of the carillons, my dear! I shall commission Rimsky-Korsakov!’


‘But he’s with the angels, Brian.’


‘Will you stop interrupting? I can see that you’re getting into one of your mosquito moods. Of course Rimsky’s dead, we all know that. I meant … Granados. It would be nice to have a Malaguena or a Seguedilla to soothe one at lock-up time. Such memories of Spain!’ The cherub has never been out of England in his life. ‘Memories of bullfights, and matadors with enormous shoulders and no hips – I can’t think why hips were invented – and sunlit patios with Moorish fountains ….’ He sighs again. ‘I can see an endless argument about it with m’tutor, even though he is a trifle more cultivated than the average beak. He’s bound to plump for Elgar or Vaughan Williams. And when the belfries are completed, there are bound to be bats, symbolically speaking….’


This time it is his companion who sighs, slightly impatiently. He points out that the half-hour for which they have paid for the gramophone will soon run out, and he wants to buy something for tea before evening school begins.


The mention of food sets off an argument – the cherub and his friend are always disputing about it. Though the friend looks entirely English, he has lived in Italy for most of his life. His parents own one of the great Florentine villas, and he frequently preaches to the cherub the delights of ravioli al sugo, sanguinaccio, panini stuffed with white truffles (he has them sent regularly to Eton in jars), and the thousand varieties of pizza, as it is served in Naples, where his family has ancestral connections. After such a diet, he frequently explains, it is tantamount to torture to be ordered by one’s fagmaster to fry up British sausages in malodorous lard. And he still has terrible memories of preparatory school food – ‘hairy brawn … knobbly porridge … blotched oily margarine …’.


The cherub remains unmoved by such speeches. The only gastronomic delight which moves him is marrons glacés, and he and his friend now fall to arguing the virtues of their favourite varieties, Doney’s in Florence versus Rumpelmeyer’s in London. ‘Doney’s’, says the friend passionately, ‘are of classical proportions, neither too large nor too small, neither too brittle nor too compact. They just open their luscious chapped lips and let their somnolent juices ooze within you. And the frosting of sugar melts gently down your throat, warming the red corpuscles so that they play gay tarantellas while you masticate – and even for some time afterwards!’


The cherub is impressed by this speech. ‘Perhaps, since you are more eloquent on this subject than on others of greater import, there may be something in what you say.’


Descending to reality for a moment, he offers his companion a paper bag containing acid drops; for even Etonians do not have endless supplies of marrons glacés. Then suddenly he leaps across the room. ‘My dear! I’ll offer you a very special marron!’ And, winding the handle of the apparatus, he selects another record from his box.


‘What now, Brian?’ asks the friend.


‘Hush. Be patient and listen. Now: it’s coming, it’s coming.’


It is a man’s voice, sinister and caressing, in some sort of foreign accent, not clearly audible, for the record is heavily scratched: ‘Svengali will go to London himself, and play as nobody else can play; and hundreds of beautiful English women will see and hear and go mad with love for him. They will invite him to their palaces, and bring him tea, and gin, and marrons glacés….’


‘Isn’t it divine!’ croons the cherub. ‘Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree as Svengali. I feel I’m eating a marron glacé every time he pronounces it. My dear, whenever we have a craving for them, we shall come here to Dyson’s and simple feast off the record.’


And so, packing up their records and the acid drops, the two descend the stairs and slip out through the shop into the November gloom of Eton High Street; the cherub’s companion reflecting, not for the first time, that for all his Italian upbringing, all his contacts with the rich and eccentric, all his meetings with geniuses and connoisseurs, he has never before encountered such an exotic, disarming and stimulating creature as the thirteen-year-old Brian Christian de Claiborne Howard.




*





The friend himself, Harold Acton, could scarcely be described as a conventional Etonian. Though English in name and descent, the Actons had adopted Italy as their homeland in the eighteenth century – an ancestor, Sir John Acton, served in the Tuscan navy and became Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Naples. Harold’s mother was of wealthy American stock, and with her money the splendid villa of La Pietra was bought and restored not long before Harold’s birth, which took place in 1904.


Harold’s father was an amateur painter and art collector, and Harold’s childhood had been spent among a swarm of connoisseurs, English, American and European, who buzzed around the villas of the rich, making pronouncements on their latest discoveries among the Italian primitives and quattrocento celebrities, vying as bitterly with each other as had the Guelfs and Ghibellines.


Amid the splendours of La Pietra, with its cypress avenue, its Venetian statues decorating the little open-air theatre, its orange, lemon and peach trees, and its vineyard and plantation of silvery olives, Harold had grown to dislike what little he could learn or intuit about England and the English. His nurse, a Londoner with damp eyes and projecting teeth, clicked her tongue over the garden statues and called them shameful.


‘But why are they shameful, Nurse?’


‘Because they’re showing what they shouldn’t. You don’t show your little thing in public, do you? If you did, the police would soon be after you.’


‘But these are only statues.’


‘It doesn’t matter. They’re indecent, that’s that they are. They ought to be removed. In England such things would never be allowed.’


The nurse would have weeping fits of homesickness, and sing hymns to herself. Harold discussed the matter of the statues with his parents, and went back to the nurse with an eloquent dissertation on the nobility of the nude; but it fell on deaf ears.


Home life for the boy meant Florentine fancy-dress parties, Harold and his brother William dressing up as Persian pages out of Schéhérazade, and a young marchese hoaxing the guests by arriving disguised as a mysterious princess from Schleswig-Holstein; D’Annunzio stirring Italy to war, during a salon in a Florentine drawing-room, with an oration against Austria and the Kaiser that was worthy of Dante; and Diaghilev and Bakst coming to tea. England, when Harold finally saw it, meant an indifferent preparatory school and a worse crammer; Kitchener’s face stonily proclaiming ‘Your Country Needs You’; inedible food, grey skies and visits to equally grey churches and castles which, after the palazzi and chiesi of Tuscany, had no power to stir. The only building which excited him was the Brighton Pavilion. And then the return from England, through the Alps: ‘Oh, the gay rhythm of the train as we disembogued from a dark tunnel into the sudden summer of white casinos amid the palms and orange trees!’


The English had shown no more affection for the young Harold Acton than he for them. Arriving at the crammer where he was to work for the Eton entrance examination, he found that his copy of Oscar Wilde’s A House of Pomegranates caused the drooping-moustached proprietor to turn pale and ask what other unhealthy books were in his trunk. Harold showed him Shaw’s Plays Pleasant and Unpleasant and the poems of Ernest Dowson. ‘At Lawnwood we pride ourselves on being mens sana in corpore sano,’ the usher affirmed, ‘healthy minds in healthy bodies.’ He pronounced the last word buddies. The Dowson was taken away without explanation.


Harold had read Dorian Grey at twelve – he said he had devoured it like strawberries – and when homesick at prep school and crammer he wrote dozens of poems about Italy, in green and purple ink, and short stories which he illustrated in colour: ‘“I am going to the ball tonight, Mario,” said the last rose of the Bellanozzia family, that family whose name rings in the heart of every Venetian citizen. There was a pause and then a sigh as the Contessa stepped out of the gondola….’ One day somebody at school found them and destroyed them all.


At Eton, where he arrived in May 1918, Harold found himself in the ranks of the Musical Society, supposed to be singing in a choral version of the Neapolitan aria Santa Lucia in English. It infuriated him to hear it turned into an anthem for boy scouts, so he determinedly intoned the Italian words:








Sul mare luccica


L’astro d’argento.


Placida è l’onda,


Prospero é il vento …











It relieved him that he himself was not entirely English, but half American; and this was one of the things that made him gravitate, in his early terms at Eton, to Brian Howard, who was entirely American by birth.


Brian believed that he had Jewish blood on his father’s side, but could discover very little about his paternal pedigree. His father, Francis Gassaway Howard (whose surname was said to have been originally plain Gassaway), an entrepreneur who had drifted from Washington DC to the fringes of the London art world, was conspicuous in the family by his frequent absences; he had allegedly been caught in flagrante with another female during his honeymoon. Brian’s mother, a Southern belle, noted in her diary that her child’s first words included ‘Dada … all gone’.


Brian’s given names suggested his mother’s social ambitions. She took ‘Christian’ and ‘Claiborne’ from her mother’s family, the Duvals, who had come from Rouen, and she turned it into ‘de Claiborne’ for good measure. But ‘Howard’ was rather a handicap at Eton if one happened not to be related to the Duke of Norfolk, and Brian was sneeringly referred to by at least one contemporary as ‘Die geborene Gassaway’ (‘the lady née Gassaway’).


He had been born in Surrey in 1905, and was sent as a boarder to a preparatory school, where he had allegedly been seduced by one of the masters – ‘It was there that my life was ruined,’ he told a cousin melodramatically. Arriving at Eton, he protected himself from ridicule by behaving with cultivated disdain both towards his schoolfellows (he told his mother they were ‘remarkably silly’) and towards the masters. One of his contemporaries, Cyril Connolly, describes a typical scene in the classroom, when the master has just caught Brian reading a book, and has asked what it is.


‘Les Chansons de Bilitis, sir.’


‘And what is this lesson?’


‘You have the advantage, sir.’


‘What do you mean, boy?’


‘Ah, sir, fair’s fair. I told you what my book was. You must tell me what’s your lesson.’


‘Elementary Geometry!’


‘But it sounds fascinating! Then this delicious piece of celluloid nonsense is – I know, sir, don’t tell me – a set square?’


‘I have been teaching it for twenty years, and never met with such impertinence.’


‘Twenty years, and still at Elementary! Oh sir, what a confession.’




*





Brian’s diary entries for the autumn ‘half’ of 1920 show him in conflict with his tutor about his appearance: ‘Rencontre with Mr Blakiston re my hair! Do a pastel…. Compose Night-Piece (for piano)…. Get eyeglass. Get black spats.’


The tutor, C.H. Blakiston, was in no doubt about the sort of character with whom he was dealing. He wrote to Brian’s mother: ‘It has seldom been my lot, in many years of work amongst boys, to come upon one so entirely self-centred and egotistical. Mentally he has some equipment – not in the ordinary school subjects … but he undoubtedly has some taste both literary and artistic. However … so far as his moral nature is concerned I cannot find what standards he has other than those of pure selfishness…. He disgraced himself and me by behaviour on Easter Sunday which caused disturbance to scores of boys in Chapel.’ Brian’s mother noted on the letter that ‘he took a little toy engine to Chapel’.


He got a good review when the House Dramatic Society performed a farce – ‘Of the ladies, Howard as Sybil Camberley showed real dramatic power, and made a very excellent leading lady’ – but Mr Blakiston was moved to ask Brian’s mother ‘if you would seriously consider the advisability of removing him’. She notes that she ‘had a time getting Mr Blakiston to keep him’.


One of Blakiston’s complaints was that he kept breaking bounds. Harold Acton describes how, on Sunday afternoons, while other boys walked dutifully into Windsor, Brian would insist that they transgress by heading for Slough, the undistinguished railway junction for the Windsor line. Once they had reached its seedy outskirts, ‘Brian was quick to detect streaks of queer cruelty and fetishism…. He would pause before a neo-Gothic structure with leprous walls and ask, with a startled air: “Did you hear anything peculiar?”’ They would persuade themselves that, behind the dingily respectable façades, retired solicitors were gorging themselves on sausages of freshly minced corpse.


In the school holidays their tastes were similarly egregious. Another Etonian, Jim Knapp-Fisher, observed that




where the average schoolboy would go to the latest Dorothy Dickson show, for instance, they would go to the latest ballet at the Alhambra. One time I happened to be with my family at the Alhambra when Brian and Harold walked into the stalls, in full evening dress, with long white gloves draped over one arm, and carrying silver-topped canes and top hats … like a pair of Oscar Wildes. My step-mother was astonished at the sight of them, and thought they must be foreigners. I was much too nervous, at about fifteen, to say they were two of my great friends from Eton.





Knapp-Fisher visited Brian’s house in Warwick Square, and found Brian making some drawings in the manner of Bakst. ‘He called one of his efforts “Odalisque”, to which Mrs Howard took exception. “Brian,” she said, “I think that word means something horrible, and you must not call it that.” “Oh – ohh,” said Brian, in that wonderful way he had.’


Brian and Harold kept in touch when Harold went back to Florence, Brian addressing the envelopes in such manner as ‘Harold Acton, who lives in discreet distinction, not unflavoured with a certain elusive gayety [sic], at – La Pietra, Firenze, Italia.’ The letters were full of excitement at the prospect of a sparkling future: ‘I saw Trefilova dancing in London – God! She is superb! … I hope that you and William [Harold’s brother] are writing and painting like the very devil…. We will be reviewed all over England, and our success is certain. Oh – my friend, my friend Harold, aren’t you glad!’
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Come Nearer, Child





Brian Howard had been writing poetry since he arrived at Eton. At the time of the Armistice he told his mother that he had ‘started writing for the Press to get some money’, and he sent her some lines appropriate to the national mood, beginning:








Quickly they gathered at the Call,


Brave hearts that stood the test….











The press did not respond on that occasion, but during 1920 (aged fifteen) Brian manage to get an article printed in the New Age, a rather clumsy spoof on current intellectual fashions, entitled ‘The New New’:




The New Era is coming…. There’s terror abroad – who, who ever saw such inundations…. And Mr Huxley has written an insult to the Catholics … dissecting our premier public school with ululant yowls…. In the swirls of derivative symbolism, there is one place to turn … where our Ozzies and Sacheys and Ezras cannot follow with bombilatory pursuance – The LONDON MERCURY.





This, as well as its nudges at Ezra Pound and the Sitwells, refers to the presence at Eton during 1918 and 1919 as an assistant master of Aldous Huxley, who had subsequently been writing about the school. The ‘insult to the Catholics’ is a joke about the title of Huxley’s 1920 collection of poems, Limbo.*


Brian’s next literary achievement was to get A.R. Orage, editor of the New Age, to print his poem ‘Nausea’, a vaguely Eliotic piece of vers libre which may (in view of his anti-modernist article) have been intended as parody:








The meat is sodden (so is the bread) and unattractive;


The greens are colding and give one the vertigo,


Or ever the dull spoon digs at them …


I am fit only for contemplation.











Certainly Orage thought it was parody; he printed it in the section of the magazine headed ‘Pastiche’.


Though Brian mocked the Sitwells, he did not hesitate to try to get on their bandwagon. At the beginning of 1921 he sent some poems to Edith Sitwell for her annual anti-Georgian anthology Wheels, and received a not discouraging reply: ‘You have quite obviously very real gifts … but your promise is far too real for me to risk your future by publishing these poems in their present state.’ She said she detected ‘a feeling of insincerity’, and suggested he ‘melt’ all the best lines together into one poem and call it ‘The Café by the Sea’. Brian willingly complied, and sent her more poems as well; eventually his ‘Barouches Noires’ appeared in the 1921 Wheels, Brian adopting for the occasion – presumably for fear of Mr Blakiston, his Eton tutor – the pseudonym ‘Charles Orange’:








It was when I was sitting by the side of the lake …


I saw a procession of old, frayed barouches filing by;


Old, broken-down barouches that followed their soundless horses soundlessly,


And contained loads of young dead people, propped up in outrageous positions …


The last barouche that passed had a placard tied on with string –


‘We are the lovers that drowned themselves in this lake.’











Following this success, Brian (says Harold Acton) ‘was determined to publish an illustrated magazine’, with himself as editor, ‘and had asked me to collaborate. With the talent of the Eton Arts Society at our disposal, it was bound to be readable….’




*





Brian had conceived the idea of a ‘New Eton Art Club’ on his fifteenth birthday, in March 1920, but did nothing about it for two years. Then in February 1922 the club suddenly became a reality, with Brian in charge and ten other boys as members, including Harold and William Acton.


The official President of the Eton Society of Arts, as constituted by Brian, was Sidney Evans, the school drawing master – occupant of what was virtually an inherited post† – who inhabited the Studio in Keate’s Lane, an atelier that would not have disgraced the Latin Quarter of the 1850s, and who himself resembled a British painter of the Trilby period. A predominantly literary society would have had to invite one of the school’s academic teaching staff to be its senior member, but by opting for Evans and his studio, Brian and Harold had put their group conveniently out of the way of officialdom’s eye. Things could be stirred up in the drawing school that could never be debated freely in the classroom. Evans’s own artistic taste was for Sickert and the Camden Town Group, but he was broadminded, and aware, rather cynically but without active disapproval, of Matisse and Picasso.


There were ten founder-members of the Society, most of them interested in painting, though none could quite make out why a quiet dark-skinned boy named Minns had been co-opted, since he hardly spoke at meetings. To Harold, Brian explained his reasons for including this young gentleman: ‘Pure Hymettus honey, my dear. Still waters run deep.’ Brian had evidently now confessed certain romantic entanglements to his mother, since she wrote to him on the subject of his Eton bedroom: ‘And now I’m worrying for fear someone comes in tonight that you won’t want to turn out…. Baba don’t take any risks….’


Henry Yorke, chosen as Secretary of the ‘Arts’, was the same age as Brian, the son of a wealthy Midlands industrialist, a cheerful, rather plump boy, and a commanding talker. He had made friends with Brian and Harold because he despised his games-playing schoolfellows’ sneers at ‘those aesthetes’; he wanted to be able to tell them that they ‘were not really bad fellows’. Anthony Powell, nine months younger than Brian, had joined the ‘Arts’ because he was considering becoming a painter of huge ‘subject’ pictures, or an illustrator of historical novels. He had been at prep school with Yorke, and was the son of a regular army officer with a ‘Sandhurst personality’ but also a taste for Beardsley, Arthur Rackham and Bakst’s ballet designs. Anthony had drawn for sheer pleasure since the earliest age.


Harold Acton says that Yorke and Powell, at meetings of the Society of Arts, ‘participated discreetly without committing themselves to extremes’. Powell describes the other members of the Society as they seemed to him: ‘Harold Acton’s high forehead, eyes like black olives, slightly swaying carriage … dramatic, formal, courteous, seasoned … with a touch of impishness…. William Acton, no less unusual, was more heavily built, in fact quite muscular, exuding energy, words pouring from him in a torrent…. William Acton’s painting at Eton tended to vary between “still lifes” severe as Cézanne’s, and costume designs more exotic than Bakst’s.’ Robert Byron, a friend of Yorke, was the son of a civil engineer. Powell calls him ‘thoroughly out of the ordinary’ in appearance, with ‘his complexion of yellowish wax, popping pale blue eyes, a long sharp nose’. Though he could turn out a good caricature, Byron refused to consider himself at all artistic. Indeed, the mere use of such words as ‘intellectual’ or ‘good taste’ threw him into paroxysms of rage. ‘He was’, says Powell, ‘energetic, ambitious, violent, quarrelsome … habitually in a state of barely controlled exasperation about everything.’ Harold Acton similarly mentions Byron’s ‘provocative tirades’, and Powell recalls that if someone tediously asked Byron what he wanted to be when he reached adulthood, Byron would snap back: ‘An incredibly beautiful male prostitute with a sharp sting in my bottom.’


Powell suggests that, in these characteristics, Byron had something about him that predated his own era, ‘something of the genuine nineteenth-century Englishman – a type in those days all but extinguished in unmitigated form – the eccentricity, curiosity, ill temper, determination to stop at absolutely nothing’.


Alongside Robert Byron, Brian Howard and the Acton brothers, other members of the Society of Arts seemed rather staid. Alan Clutton-Brock, the son of a professional art-critic, was preparing to pursue a similar career; he made experiments in paper-marbling which resembled early Surrealism, and wrote fantasy-stories in the manner of Lord Dunsany. Also in the group were Oliver Messel, who at this date (says Acton) was ‘painting minutely in the pre-Raphaelite manner’, and Hugh Lygon, son of Lord Beauchamp, leader of the Liberals in the House of Lords (who Powell says was ‘celebrated for his own brand of pomposity’). Hugh had no pretensions whatever towards the arts, but was ‘fairhaired, nice mannered, a Giotto angel living in a narcissistic dream’. Powell suspected that his inclusion in the Society was due to ‘a tendresse (probably unvoiced) felt for him by one of the more influential members, like Howard or Byron’. Of the two remaining members, Roger Spence, a quiet well-behaved son of an Indian Army officer, was self-appointed protector of the Acton brothers and Brian Howard against the hearty elements in the school, while Colin Anderson, a member of Pop – the exclusive self-electing body of senior boys who at Eton filled many of the roles of prefects at other schools – was an athlete who nevertheless drew and painted at the Studio. His inclusion was another buffer against the ridicule of the school.


The Society of Arts met on Saturday evenings. Henry Yorke describes the appearance of the Studio:




It was a long low room with skylights and on shelves along the walls earth-red pots, unglazed jars which generations had had to draw and white casts rubbing noses. It was always dusk in there but it had charm because there was no other dirty room in the whole school. Wherever a shelf ended watercolours were hung up of the same casts and pots standing next to them and however badly these were drawn the repetition on paper and in colour of so much that was before the eye made the place amicably unreal like a living joke.





A leaflet advertising the Society records that the subjects discussed included ‘Post-Impressionism; the Decoration of Rooms; Colour as applied to Decoration; Oriental Art; Spanish Painting’. Each meeting began with a paper, after which there was supposed to be a debate, though Yorke says that people did not really answer points already made – they got up and talked simply to show off. Powell cannot remember anything about the papers or debates except that Robert Byron, speaking on the Decoration of Rooms, advocated black ceilings, grey walls and white carpets.


They tried to be thoroughly modern; Yorke recalls everyone remarking over and over again, ‘Art is not representation.’ Powell believes that Harold Acton and Robert Byron proposed a Victorian revival, but Acton says that Byron was ‘saturated in Ruskin’, which meant that the two of them were automatically in opposition, as Acton, with his Florentine tastes, could not enthuse over the revival of Venetian Gothic. Victorianism was, at this time, thoroughly out of fashion. During the early 1920s some of the neo-Gothic stalls which had been placed in Eton Chapel during the 1840s were removed in order to reveal medieval frescoes which they had been hiding, and there was a widespread enthusiasm for removing and destroying such Victorian claptrap.


Occasionally, notabilities like William Rothenstein and Roger Fry came down to address the Society, and Fry agreed to judge a school painting competition. ‘At first,’ recalls Acton, ‘there was a tendency to snigger at the gaunt bespectacled figure with the spidery gestures and the mop of grey hair, but as soon as he spoke the boys listened with rapt attention…. Ideas and clarity of vision [he said] were of primary importance: children of six with these gifts would succeed, and adults who lacked them would fail, whatever their technical skill.’ This in itself sounded revolutionary to those who had not attended the meetings of the Society of Arts, and they were still more astonished when Fry allotted the prize for still life to a boy called Edward James (not a member of the Society), ‘for the most ingenious painting in the room’.




*





Edward James, small, dark and pretty, was widely believed to be a bastard son of Edward VII. ‘I was not,’ he says in his memoirs. ‘I was, in fact, his grandson.’ His maternal grandmother ‘had a tumble in the heather’ with the then Prince of Wales in Aberdeenshire, and Edward’s mother was the result. ‘I once got a photograph of my mother and added a beard to it,’ recalls James. ‘She looked the image of George V.’ He may after all have been the King’s son as well as his grandson, since the Court Circular for 19 November 1906 records that His Majesty visited Mr and Mrs James that day; Edward was born almost exactly nine months later, which lends some mathematical support to the notion, as does the choice of the boy’s Christian name. Edward’s American father – a distant cousin of Henry James – was, however, unmoved by the widespread speculation about the paternity of his children. Edward’s mother told him how one day ‘Daddy received an anonymous letter telling him that your sister Audrey was not his daughter. Audrey had just been born, and he read it and said, “That’s from Lady Sackfield, because we didn’t invite her to the first shoot,” and he paid no attention to it and threw it on the fire.’


Audrey had indeed been fathered by someone else – Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Minister. And though Mrs James was the King’s daughter, she certainly behaved like one of his mistresses:




One day [recalls Edward James] the King arrived rather late in the afternoon with a stream of Daimler cars, and the butler came down with a very large cardboard box about the length of six flower boxes and tied with pink ribbon. ‘Mrs James is indisposed,’ said the butler, ‘but she sent you this instead of coming herself.’ The King was handed a pair of scissors. I was watching from the oak gallery above the marble steps to the front hall, and I saw the King cut the ribbon and open the box and there was my mother inside disguised as a doll with a big key. A notice said ‘Wind here’, and the King turned the key, and a musical box played at the bottom of the flower box and my mother got up and performed a dance so well that she really looked like a mechanical doll….





Edward also remembered the King leaning against the gallery railing, wearing a pearl-grey waistcoat and smoking a cigar. ‘I said, “Mr King, why aren’t you wearing your crown?” and he replied, “Oh, I’m not wearing it because it’s a rainy day.’’’


Edward’s mother took very little interest in her children (four daughters as well as Edward). She is said one day to have sent for one of them to accompany her to church, and on being asked which one, snapped: ‘How should I know? Whichever one goes with my blue gown.’


Edward James says there was a great deal of insanity in his mother’s family. His Uncle Charlie, who had lost a fortune at Monte Carlo and was obliged to sell all the lead off his castle roof, tried to recoup by inventing colour photography, ‘but his process only showed the reds’; also, by patenting a collar-stud that went ‘ping’ if you dropped it on the floor, so as to help you find it in the dark (he forgot to wind it up and lost it in a taxi); and a soap for dogs that smelt of liver and bacon and so made the dogs want to be washed – ‘it had the inconvenience that all the other dogs wanted to eat them afterwards’.


Edward’s father died when he was five years old, in 1912, leaving him an estate in Sussex (West Dean) of twenty-two thousand acres, but (after death duties) with an income of only about six hundred pounds a year. Edward’s mother had to give up the house, and she spent much of her time trying to regain the position in society that this had lost her. Edward found himself a not particularly welcome guest in an endless series of country houses. They were invited by the Harcourts to Nuneham Courtenay, ‘and old Lord Harcourt asked me to go into the garden to pick gooseberries and he tried to put his hand in my pocket…. Later I learned that he had done the same thing to my cousin…. He had asked her if she would like to see the grotto, taken her there, and said, “I’ll show you my stalactite.”’ At the end of the visit, Edward was made to go up to Lord Harcourt’s bedroom and say thank you. ‘He said, “Come nearer, child. Come nearer.” So I came a little nearer…. And then suddenly he threw back the bedclothes revealing a large and hideous erection; he looked like an old goat with his large drooping beard and I ran out of the room.’


Edward told his mother about it, and Mrs James gossiped about it in London, with the consequence that ‘the whole of London was talking about it, and not long afterwards Lord Harcourt committed suicide’. The newspapers record that Lewis (‘Lulu’), Viscount Harcourt, a former Colonial Secretary, was found dead in bed at his London house on 24 February 1922. He was fifty-nine, and had taken a dose of bromide. The coroner recorded a verdict of death by misadventure.


Despite the loss of West Dean, Edward and his mother were not exactly homeless. They still had a London house, 35 Wimpole Street, and a Scottish mansion, and every year Mrs James used to rent a villa on the Riviera. She remarried, but her second husband, a colonel in the Guards, had no serious interest in women and promptly fell in love with Edward, insisting that they take baths together and writing clandestine sonnets to him. On the eve of his departure for Eton, Edward was given a terrifying warning by his mother against homosexuality. But despite all his experiences, ‘I hadn’t the faintest idea what she had been talking about.’


The winning of the prize for the still life was the first major event of his Eton career. ‘My stepfather was rather pleased and for a long time my still-life hung on the stair. Not that he was artistic; the only things he was interested in were nude bronzes of Greek gods.’ Edward left Eton when he was sixteen, ‘because I had a nervous breakdown’ – chiefly on account of his mother’s obsessive fear of his becoming homosexual. As one of his cousins remarked, ‘If Edward wasn’t going to be homosexual anyway, Aunt Evie is doing everything possible to make him so.’




*





The ‘Arts’ was looked on with suspicion by most of Eton. ‘The fact that we were allowed to have meetings and that the headmaster had attended one of our debates made sensibly enough no real difference to the distaste with which we were regarded,’ writes Henry Yorke. ‘We had hopes for several terms we might be able to interest the prefects’ club [Pop] … but this was a wild dream….’ And Robert Byron remarked that the attitude of the masters ‘resembled that of someone discovering the first symptoms of leprosy in his mother’.


Brian Howard decided that the Arts might find an ally in Cyril Connolly, a Colleger (that is, a Scholar) recently elected to Pop, who had covered the walls of his room with Medici prints bought with money from a history prize, and so seemed not unpromising. Connolly consequently received an invitation to tea from Brian. ‘I accepted on Pop writing paper, and went round one summer afternoon to find foie gras sandwiches, strawberries and cream, and my postcard of acceptance proudly displayed on the mantelpiece. Seeing it up there for the world to know that Brian Howard had had a Pop to tea with him, I was miserable…. I swallowed down my tea like a lady who is offered a swig by a madman in a railway tunnel and bolted.’


Harold Acton says that, after this, Connolly ‘puffed cynically on our fringe’, though Connolly explains that it was not cynicism but self-protection. ‘When I saw Brian alone I would talk to him; when I was with the other Pops I avoided him…. I need not have worried for he soon became the most fashionable boy in the school.’ With hindsight he judged the Howard-Acton set ‘the most vigorous group at Eton…. Yet my moral cowardice and academic outlook debarred me from making friends with them.’


Born in 1903, Connolly was the son of a regular army officer whose family (of distant Irish descent) had flourished in the Bath of Jane Austen’s era, but had now fallen on harder times; Cyril’s paternal grandmother lived in furnished rooms. His mother came from a clan of Irish landowners, and in the school holidays Cyril often visited Mitchelstown Castle in County Cork, where lived his great-aunt, widow of the Earl of Kingston. Consequently he was not altogether certain of his own social position. On his mother’s side he was the great-nephew of an earl, yet his paternal grandmother was poorly off. ‘I could not consider myself entirely upper class; yet I was not altogether upper middle. I had fallen between two standards of living. With the upper class I felt awkward, dowdy, introspective and a physical coward. With the middle class I felt critical, impatient, and sparkling. This class distinction, the line between Kensington and Belgravia, is a source of anguish. To consider oneself born into one and yet be slowly conditioned to the other was as uncomfortable as having one shoulder too low.’


It became a real obsession: ‘Why had my father not got a title? … Why be born, why live at all if I could not have one? … Today [he wrote in the late 1930s] I cannot listen to any discussion of titles or open a peerage without feeling sick…. I shall never be able to breathe till they are abolished.’


Like Anthony Powell’s, Connolly’s father was a reserved military man. Major Matthew Connolly had a shut-in face with a heavy moustache, and Cyril’s parents’ marriage was not happy. ‘So much was repressed’, Cyril writes, ‘that they found themselves without emotional resources.’ Major Connolly liked to sign personal letters, even to his son, with his army rank as well as his name. The parents eventually separated, the mother to South Africa, the father to live alone in a London hotel.


Cyril was sent to a prep school he calls ‘St Wulfric’s’, on the south coast (it was really called St Cyprian’s, and was near Beachy Head). It was not a bad school, but was run on one principle: ‘to attract the sons of peers and send them to Eton’. Cyril made his mark there by playing ‘the gay, generous, rebellious Irishman, with a whiff of Kipling’s M’Turk’, but he knew he was only ‘a stage rebel’. His friend Eric Blair (George Orwell) was ‘a true one. Tall, pale, with his flaccid cheeks, large spatulate fingers, and supercilious voice, he was one of those boys who seem born old…. Alone among the boys he was an intellectual and not a parrot for he thought for himself, read Shaw and Samuel Butler and rejected not only St Wulfric’s but the war, the Empire, Kipling, Sussex, and Character.’ Orwell describes in his essay ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’ how at St Cyprian’s he was beaten for wetting his bed, and how, when the headmaster’s wife overheard him telling other boys that it had not hurt, the beating was repeated. St Cyprian’s gave Orwell ‘a sense of desolate loneliness and helplessness, of being locked up not only in a horrible world but in a world of good and evil where the rules were such that it was actually not possible for me to keep them’. Such bitter memories were common. Edward James says that at his prep school:




there were only eight lavatories between eighty boys and only ten to fifteen minutes between breakfast and first school so constipation became our common lot…. I became terribly ill because only the big boys, who could knock the others down, could get into the lavatories before school, and I came home suffering violent pains. All I needed was castor oil and a rest, but my mother had me operated on and part of my intestines were removed.





Anthony Powell writes of the school he attended before Eton: ‘Nothing picturesquely horrible ever happened to me there, though I should be unwilling to have five minutes of it again.’


Another contemporary of Connolly’s at St Cyprian’s, a boy with a ‘slow, affected and creamy’ voice, who ‘had a charming, dreamy face, enormous blue eyes with long lashes and wore his hair in a fringe’, displayed a form of independence rather different from Eric Blair. ‘From Orwell I learnt about literature,’ writes Connolly, ‘from Cecil I learnt about art.’ This was Cecil Beaton. On Saturday nights, when the boys were kept quiet with lantern slides and poetry,




there would be a hush, and Cecil would step forward and sing, ‘If you were the only girl in the world, And I was the only boy …’ The eighty-odd Wulfricians felt there could be no other boy in the world for them, the beetling chaplain forgot hell-fire and masturbation, the Irish drill-sergeant his bayonet practice … and for a moment the whole structure of character and duty tottered….





Beaton, the son of a London timber-merchant, was aware of Connolly’s interest in him, and wrote of him a few years later in his diary: ‘He is extraordinarily intellectual, but I think he has no real sense of beauty. One feels he has no fundamental basis and he always falters when talking about pictures. In a way he is charming, but he can be dreadfully nasty and deceitful.’ Beaton felt that Connolly exaggerated the horrors of St Cyprian’s – at least, that he over-emphasized the filth and the snobbery – but admitted that he himself had ‘loathed every minute of the school regime’.


Beaton’s own worst waking nightmares had been at the day-school he had attended before St Cyprian’s, in Hampstead. At mid-morning break there, the leader of a gang of bullies would advance on him, ‘a boy half the size of the others, wearing Barrie-esque green tweed knickerbockers’. This person fixed him with ‘a menacing wild stare’ and then ‘stood on his toes and slowly thrust his face with a diabolical stare, closer and closer to mine, ever closer until the eyes converged into one enormous Cyclopean nightmare. It was a clever inauguration to the terrors that followed, and my introduction to Evelyn Waugh.’ The school was called Heath Mount; Waugh attended it from the age of seven until he went to Lancing. Beaton passed on to St Cyprian’s, then to Harrow.


While at St Cyprian’s, Cyril Connolly began to be romantically attracted by other boys. ‘The boy whom I loved for the last three years I was at St Wulfric’s was called Tony Watson [his real name was Terry Willson]. He was small, brown, wiry, good at games…. He is a type that has recurred through my life and which gets me into trouble.’ (Connolly was in his thirties when he wrote this.) ‘By the time I was twelve all four types to which I am susceptible had appeared … the Faun [to which Terry Willson belonged], the Redhead, the Extreme Blonde, and the Dark Friend.’ But he preserved his sexual innocence completely; a glance or possibly a touch on the arm was all he ever attempted.


Connolly himself was not conventionally handsome. At Eton he acquired the nickname ‘Ugly’, and one of his contemporaries referred to him as ‘the tug who’s been kicked in the face by a mule’. Yet his face, as Anthony Powell observes, ‘was certainly one of his several means of imposing a fascination on people’. At St Cyprian’s he managed to secure the affections of Terry Willson. After those days were over, he wrote to a friend describing Terry as:




faun-like … small and brown and wiry, with an untidy fringe and wonderful mouth and superb brown eyes…. We used to rag among the pegs in the passages at night and sometimes climb out of a window and run out on the lawn…. I told you, I think, of my fatal repression our last night in the bathroom and how I was shy and blundered when he tried to kiss me, wearing a towel round his waist, his brown skin shining, his hazel eyes very soft and his little lips parted. (I can’t help ‘little’, they were so.) After that we’ve never met though we wrote a lot for two years more…. ‘The Priory, Repton, Derby. My dear Tim [Connolly’s nickname at St Cyprian’s] … I must end now, love and what shall I say? Terry.’ Fancy getting a letter like that [at Eton] on a cold evening in the war and hugging it through tea and bread and margarine and plopping gas lights, and the smell of stale foods.





After St Cyprian’s, Eton seemed ‘splendid and decadent’ when Connolly went there to sit the scholarship exam. ‘It was summer, and … the top hats, the strawberries and cream, the smell of wistaria … the foppish drawl, the two boys with their hats on the back of their heads, the graceful sculler … seemed the incarnation of elegance and maturity.’ When he left St Cyprian’s he was given the usual ‘seedy exhortation’ by chaplain and headmaster: ‘We were going into a world full of temptations…. We must report any boy at once who tried to get into our bed, never go for a walk with a boy from another house, never make friends with anyone more than a year and a half older (eventually it would be younger), and above all, not “play with ourselves”.’ On this last topic the cautionary tale was told of the old boy of St Cyprian’s who became so addicted to masturbation that when he got to Oxford he had, in a fit of remorse, put his head under a train. ‘That miserable youth, I afterwards learnt,’ says Connolly, ‘had attended all the private schools in England.’


Eton at first seemed to offer a dignified identity: ‘C.V. Connolly, Esq., KS [King’s Scholar], New Buildings, Eton College, Windsor.’ But in reality Connolly and the other boys who had been aristocrats of their prep schools found themselves ‘pitched into the Carthaginian slave market’. The seventy scholars lived together in one house, governed by the usually ineffective Master in College, and by ten members of the Sixth Form, who had similar privileges to Pop. The youngest boys therefore found themselves to have become serfs in a feudal system: ‘The masters represented the church, with the headmaster as Pope‚’ says Connolly; ‘the boys, with their hierarchy of colours and distinctions, were the rest of the population, while the prefects and athletes, the captains of house and the members of “Pop” were the feudal overlords.’ Connolly had rarely been beaten at St Cyprian’s, but now ‘even the little boy who was “Captain of Chamber” could beat us’. He was beaten if he had been far into Windsor to buy food for his fagmaster and had made a wrong purchase; he was beaten for speaking first to a senior boy; he was beaten for some obscure infringement of privilege. Connolly soon felt ‘quite lost and friendless’. Another Etonian, Christopher Hollis, describes Harold Acton being caned by another boy at the mature age of seventeen for not knowing the football colours of the various houses. Harold told Hollis: ‘Smack, smack, smack. I shifted round so that the blows might fall in a different place. “Keep still,” he shouted. “It’s my religion,” I said. “I’m turning the other cheek.”’


George Orwell reacted to all this by ignoring it contemptuously, and maintaining that it was probably even worse at inferior schools. Though Connolly was at first almost crushed by the system, he did not fight or scorn it, but threw in his lot with it. After a while he discovered that ‘if I seemed unsuspecting and confident and did not smell of fear’, the senior boys who had the power of beating would on the whole leave him alone. Next, he realized that he could make them laugh with his antics and wit. Eventually he reached the stage where he was able to become a bully himself: ‘After two terms of being bullied, I had … a year of bullying….’


By the summer of 1920, turning seventeen, he was no longer a fag, had a room of his own and belonged to the College Literary Society, for which he wrote poems, criticism and satires on the Georgians. But here, too, something was a little wrong. As at most public schools, the majority of Eton masters simply crammed boys as best they could, in the intervals of keeping order, and no real intellectual tradition was encountered until scholars reached the top forms, where there were perhaps half a dozen real teachers. These taught their own brand of learning: what Connolly calls ‘the pure eighteenth-century Etonian tradition of classical humanism, which could be learnt nowhere else’. This was the tradition of William Johnson Cory, the Eton master and poet whose Ionica (1858) contained his celebrated version of Callimachus’ epigram on Heraclitus of Halicarnassus: ‘They told me, Heraclitus, they told me you were dead …’ (Cory also wrote the words of the ‘Eton Boating Song’.) Anthony Powell gives evidence that the Cory tradition was still alive in 1920; in his novel A Question of Upbringing the Eton housemaster Le Bas quotes the Heraclitus poem with ‘reverberance’.


Actually Le Bas, in the Powell narrative, goes on to observe with some acuteness that Cory and his contemporaries suffered from ‘nineteenth-century nostalgia for a classical past largely of their own imagining’; but this perception, if it was shared by the real-life Eton masters in 1920, did not stop them repeating the error. ‘Homer and Virgil were the pillars of an Eton education,’ writes Connolly. ‘But we read them with the help of two official cribs, Butcher and Lang for Homer, Mackail for Virgil.’ Mackail had given Virgil an 1880s air, so that Dido seemed a creation of Rossetti, and Andrew Lang, trying to render Homer in the language of the Norse sagas, had produced (says Connolly) ‘a Wardour Street Nordic fog’.


In Powell’s novel, Le Bas also quotes one of Andrew Lang’s own poems which expresses a Cory-like nostalgia for the classical golden age: ‘And shepherds still their songs repeat, / Where breaks the blue Sicilian sea.’ He comments: ‘Fine lines, you know.’ In response, Charles Stringham, here representing the Howard-Acton element in the school’s life, quotes from Oscar Wilde’s poem on Theocritus and Sicily, and earns Le Bas’s disapproval: ‘Not a very distinguished versifier.’


The Eton culture, then, was romanticized classicism; Connolly calls it ‘the Milton–Keats–Tennysonian culture, that profuse and blooming romanticism … which had dominated English literature until the death of Flecker and Rupert Brooke’. Typical of those who taught this culture was the Vice-Provost, Hugh Macnaghten, an ‘ogre for the purple patch’ who treated English poetry as a species of Latin verse. His taste was for ‘tags and useful epithets’, and he encouraged Etonian poets to put their innermost thoughts into Latin rather than English verse. Consequently, says Connolly, ‘no one who did his verses well could write poetry afterwards. There would be one slim Eton-blue volume with a few translations, a Vale, a couple of epigrams, then silence.’


Alan Pryce-Jones, also at Eton at this time, says of Macnaghten that his ‘sensibility … was so acute that, whenever the word “little” was spoken in his presence, he wiped away a tear’. The dominance of such men over the school’s study of literature explains the Society of Arts establishing itself well away from the classroom. Connolly remarks that the Howard-Acton set failed to be infected by the Macnaghten virus because they were too lazy to ‘gargle quotations’; also they were too hopeless at games to be given any responsibility in the school and be drawn into its culture. Ignoring most Eton conventions, they were able to stimulate each other into some sort of intellectual life.


Connolly himself, however, read widely as directed by Macnaghten: Catullus, Omar Khayyám and the Shropshire Lad, Tennyson and Matthew Arnold. The rest of his energy was devoted to trying to get into Pop – a particular challenge since he was a Colleger and not an athlete, not even a ‘bitch’ (pretty boy), which would have helped. ‘At that time,’ he writes, ‘Pop were the rulers of Eton, fawned on by masters and the helpless Sixth Form … an oligarchy of two dozen boys who … were self-elected and could wear coloured waistcoats, stick-up collars, etc., and cane boys from any house. The masters could not…. Such was their prestige that some boys who failed to get in never recovered; one was rumoured to have procured his sister for the influential membership.’


Connolly managed to get in by being ‘engaging and witty’ to his Oppidan (non-Scholar) friends, and, having achieved this, felt that there could be ‘no further social ambition’. For the remainder of his Eton career he abandoned the company of other Scholars and lived exclusively among Oppidans. On his visits to Dyson’s, he became ashamed to play classical records any longer; instead he and his Pop friends would go down there to spin ‘Say It With Music’ on the turntable. ‘The fox-trot floated away on the sunlight and we commented on the looks of the passers by.’




* Harold Acton describes Huxley as ‘one who stood out a mile’ among the Eton masters. ‘Walking along the Eton High like a somnambulist, or like a juvenile giraffe that had escaped from a zoo, he wore a conspicuous orange scarf which trailed behind him. One could not visualize him keeping boys in order….’ He couldn’t; he called them ‘sinister young men’, and Eddie Sackville-West describes how, with his poor eyesight, Huxley had no chance of maintaining discipline: ‘The general tumult was indescribable.’


† Four generations of Evanses held the post of drawing master between 1796 and 1922, the first, Samuel Evans, having migrated from Flintshire to Windsor to teach drawing to the daughters of George 111. The female members of the family became Dames (matrons) in various Eton houses.
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Suspended Boyhood





‘Meanwhile,’ says Connolly, ‘a strange pink album had appeared called the Eton Candle….’ This was the ‘illustrated magazine’ intended by Brian Howard to reflect the glories of the Society of Arts, chiefly his own and Harold Acton’s. ‘Remember that the Eton Candle is our challenge – our first fruits – the first trumpet call of our movement – it is OURSELVES‚’ Brian wrote to Harold during the Christmas holiday of l921–2.


The two of them wrote the greater part of the magazine themselves. Though there were contributions from distinguished Old Etonians, and from a few other current members of the school, all the notable pieces were by Brian and Harold. The Eton Candle – dubbed the ‘Eton Scandal’ by the school – began with an essay by Brian praising the modernist poets, specifically Ezra Pound, the Imagists and Edith Sitwell’s Wheels group. Brian’s selection from his own poems, printed later in the magazine, included a piece on the war which was close in tone to a passage in Pound’s recently published Hugh Selwyn Mauberley:








You were a great Young Generation –


And then you went out and got murdered – magnificently –


Went out and got murdered – because a parcel of damned old men


Wanted some fun, or some power….











Brian and Harold also filled up the pages of the Eton Candle with stories in the manner of Ronald Firbank, whose Valmouth had appeared in 1919. Brian’s narrative was about a sexually ambiguous grande dame with a bass voice who lives in one of those sinister houses in the vicinity of Slough, and Harold’s was a heavy piece of Nineties pastiche, with the perverse title ‘Hansom Cab no. 213 bis’‚ about a rich aesthete named Athelstane who lives entirely for his own sensations – he drinks milk because he finds it more stimulating than whisky, and bathes in mauve twilight to the accompaniment of organ music. It was meant to be the first chapter of a novel.


Various other Etonians did offer contributions, but Brian and Harold judged most of them too bad to print. Robert Byron wrote some vers libre that enchanted Brian – ‘Robert has developed into a poet, my dear, an English Apollinaire,’ he told Harold. But then Byron, hooting with laughter, told him it was a joke, a parody. Brian was indignant at this treachery.


There was further treachery when Alan Clutton-Brock, who had contributed some prose fables to the magazine, reviewed it anonymously in the Eton Chronicle, saying that overall it was rather disappointing, though ‘nothing like it has ever been done before at Eton’. However, appreciative letters came from various distinguished Old Etonians, and Harold Acton was approached by Thomas Balston, a friend of Anthony Powell’s father and a member of the publishing house of Duckworth. This led to their publishing Harold’s first volume of poems, Aquarium, the following year.


The Nineties air of Brian’s and Harold’s stories in the Eton Candle was not just a personal, epicene whim on their part. Osbert Lancaster, who eventually joined up with the Eton ‘Arts’ set at Oxford, observes that aestheticism had been ‘driven underground in the mid-nineties by the Wilde scandal’. Since then it had thrown up ‘occasional gushers’, such as Firbank and Norman Douglas, but had not yet managed to re-emerge in full flood. Brian and Harold were harking back to the last era when the aesthetic temperament had been given full rein in Britain.




*





Immediately after the publication of the Candle, at Easter 1922, Harold Acton left Eton. ‘I was now eighteen, and in a house so pre-occupied with athletics I felt I was wasting my time.’ He passed the Oxford entrance examination, Responsions, and went up to Christ Church at the beginning of the autumn term, to read Modern Languages.


Brian Howard remained at Eton, reporting his adventures by letter to Harold. He went to tea with Edith Sitwell in Bayswater, and was scathing about the refreshments: ‘I got one penny bun, and three-quarters of a cup of rancid tea in a dirty cottage mug.’ Hearing of the financial success of the Eton Candle, she appointed him business manager of Wheels, but he soon found that soliciting advertisements for it was far harder than keeping the Candle afloat in Eton waters.


Harold was continuing to write his ‘Hansom Cab’ novel, and Brian was unenthusiastic about the second chapter: ‘I don’t very much like it, excepting the dwarf dancers and their mistress.’ He himself had begun a novel which satirized the Eton masters: ‘How it will madden them!’ He remarked in one of his letters to Harold that he had decided, after reading A.J.A. Symons on Symbolism, that he and Harold were ‘the new Symbolists’. He went on: ‘Incidentally I think James Joyce and Proust are bad writers…. A welter of minute and appallingly tedious or shocking detail.’ Meanwhile Alan Clutton-Brock had started his own new magazine at Eton, and had ‘burlesqued you and me’, Brian wrote to Harold, ‘amalgamated into one person …’.


Brian sat his School Certificate – a usual qualification for a university place – and failed. He was removed to a crammer near Salisbury, in the hope that this would enable him to get through Responsions and straight into Christ Church, but again he failed. He was removed to a different crammer, and finally succeeded in getting a Christ Church place in time for October 1923, having participated in a certain amount of cheating – ‘Like everyone else in the room … “x” and I … did our Latin and French papers largely ensemble.’


Cyril Connolly sat for and won a Balliol scholarship, and went up to Oxford at Michaelmas 1922, the same term as Harold Acton. Anthony Powell followed to Balliol as a commoner in October 1923. Henry Yorke went up to Magdalen a year later, also as a commoner. They were not all entirely confident of what Oxford had to offer.


Connolly had not been impressed by his first sight of Balliol, when he went there in winter-time to sit for the scholarship: ‘The sheets had not been aired in my bedroom. I got rheumatism in my shoulder and could hardly hold a pen during the later papers. The dons impressed me but the undergraduates I encountered made me long to return to my suspended boyhood [at Eton], to Charles and Jackie and Nigel and Freddie, my books and Medici prints, the view from my window of wine-dark brick and the chestnut tree in Weston’s Yard.’ Oxford seemed a ‘world of matey young men with their pipes and grey bags’, which filled him with despair.


Eton, after all, had given them a particularly intense experience. ‘Here,’ writes Henry Yorke, recalling the Studio on Saturday evenings, ‘under the yawns of the Art Master … we had what came as close to those talks which are supposed to be exchanged by undergraduates in which the course of life is plotted.’ For Yorke, the ‘Arts’ had immediate, practical results: ‘All I know is that it gave me confidence even if there was nothing in it so that … I began to write a novel.’ It was called Blindness, and much of it was completed by the time he went up to Oxford.


Writing fifteen years later, Connolly was convinced that Eton, rather than Oxford, had set the pattern for himself and his contemporaries. He posited ‘the theory that the experience undergone by boys at the great public schools, their glories and disappointments, are so intense as to dominate their lives and arrest their development. From these it results that the greater part of the ruling class remains adolescent, school-minded, self-conscious, cowardly, sentimental, and in the last analysis homosexual.’


Connolly concluded his own Eton career at Corps camp, where in the privacy of his tent he lay in the embrace of another Colleger. ‘It was the happiest night of my life,’ he wrote to another Etonian not long afterwards. ‘I did not do him or anything and I was not gone on him but in the dark one face is very much like another and it was the perfect understanding which arose out of such a close embrace that I valued so much and has lasted ever since after all.’


Certainly Connolly himself could never get away emotionally from Eton. ‘For my own part,’ he wrote many years after leaving,




I was long dominated by impressions of school. The plopping of gas mantles in the class-rooms, the refrain of psalm tunes, the smell of plaster on the stairs, the walk through the fields to the bathing places or to chapel across the cobbles of School Yard, evoked a vanished Eden of grace and security; the intimate noises of College, the striking of the clock at night from Agar’s Plough, the showers running after games of football, the housemaster’s squeak, the rattle of tea-things, the poling of fires as I sat talking with Denis or Charles or Freddie on some evening when everybody else was away at a lecture, were recollected with anguish and College, after I left, seemed to me like one of those humming fortified paradises in an Italian primitive outside which the angry Master in College stood with his flaming sword.





Only Harold and Brian were self-confident about Oxford. Harold delightedly discovered, on his first visit to the University to sit Responsions, the joys of the Ashmolean Museum – ‘Italian primitives … a Paolo Uccello of singular beauty representing a stag-hunt … a moving Baptism of Christ by Giovanni di Paolo’. Christ Church itself was ‘love at first sight’, and he found himself ‘treated as an intelligent adult’ by ‘Mr Dundas, the Senior Censor’. The whole thing seemed ‘like a holiday’.


Brian was just a shade more doubtful, when he too went to sit for Responsions. ‘It is an interesting place, if the tiniest bit in the world disappointing.’ But ‘we will have a violently interesting time there’. 



















PART II: 1922–1924


Et in Arcadia
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Oxford Broom





In May 1922, visiting Oxford to take Responsions, Harold Acton was given lunch by Billy Clonmore, son of the Earl of Wicklow, who had been at prep school and Eton with him and was now up at Merton. At the lunch party he introduced Harold to what he described as an ‘Oxford aesthete’. Harold thought poorly of the specimen: ‘A pressed fern from the pages of the Yellow Book, his disjointed fragments of drawled conversation were as dull as his jaundiced eyes.’ Harold tried discussing the Nineties with him, but could stimulate no response worth the name. ‘What interest he could muster in life was limited to his sickly appearance.’ The aesthete showed him some naughty etchings he had picked up in Venice. Harold was infuriated by their timid prurience, and told him they were just ‘the messes of a miserable masturbator’.


Harold’s feelings about such so-called Aesthetes were shared by a contributor to Isis that summer, who published a poem beginning








I used to think they passed away


    With rather naughty ’99,


Those gaudy insects of a day –


    Your pardon, the mistake was mine.


O, la, la! the Aesthete!


I’ve met one in the street …


I’m glad there’s someone still who ‘yearns’,


    And dotes on Dowson and on Wilde….











In an Oxford that was, as Acton says, still full of the recently demobilized who ‘had not yet sloughed off their military skins’, it was understandable that the few people preoccupied with the arts should wish to distinguish themselves from the beefy majority by manner and appearance. But Harold, knowing how much prejudice there already was against ‘art’ in Britain, feared that the Aesthete type – who was, as the Isis poet pointed out, merely attempting a stale revival of the Nineties manner – would damage a cause he himself cherished. Billy Clonmore told him that this particular fellow was not such a bad soul; Harold replied that he wished he was a bad soul – wished he had ‘anything so positive as a vice’. He left the lunch party bursting with resolutions.


His own artistic inclinations were not, in fact, very different from those of the Nineties imitators. He had the advantage of a Florentine upbringing, but had formulated no plan of aesthetic campaign. He had general ideas, not yet focused on any artistic doctrine: ‘We should combat ugliness; we should create clarity where there was confusion; we should overcome mass indifference; and we should exterminate false prophets.’ The contempt he felt for the Aesthetes at Oxford largely sprang from the alarming proximity of their enthusiasms to what he and Brian had been attempting at Eton. The Candle had been a predominantly Nineties artefact, and had Harold not found such feeble mimicry of the Nineties at Oxford, he would probably have pursued that course for much longer.


He looked at other artistic currents in and around Oxford. The University’s annual anthology of undergraduate verse, Oxford Poetry, showed the dead state of that particular art: the 1922 edition contained not a glimmer of modernism, and was stuffed with sub-Georgian pieces with titles like ‘Twilight’, ‘Ruined Church’ and ‘Come, My Muse’. The most modern influence was De la Mare. Other possibilities might lie at Garsington Manor, outpost of Bloomsbury, a few miles on the London side of Oxford. Harold had met its chatelaine, Lady Ottoline Morrell, in Florence, and had also read Aldous Huxley’s roman à clef about Garsington, Crome Yellow, which had been published the previous year, so when he was invited there during his May 1922 visit to Oxford he knew what to expect. He admired the house and garden, which had a certain Italianate quality, and was struck by the sight of Lytton Strachey standing beside their hostess, who was wearing, for all her considerable height, ‘a Kate Greenaway costume of heliotrope silk with white stockings’. But the conversation seemed erratic rather than exciting – Lady Ottoline suddenly hissed out, for no apparent reason, ‘I’m sure Mr Acton is an admirer of Belloc’ – and all the other guests seemed to know each other intimately and left him ‘to shift, à l’anglaise, to my own devices’. He wandered into the house and began to see what Bloomsbury could offer in the way of pictures.


He was just examining Augustus John’s portrait of Lady Ottoline when Philip Morrell, the husband, strode in looking like a country squire, in riding-breeches, and sat down at a pianola and began to pedal away at a piano-roll of Schéhérazade. Acton had now seen the Diaghilev ballet, adoring it above all the company’s repertoire, with its Bakst décor and the dancing of Nijinsky and Karsavina. To hear it mangled on a mechanical piano was an outrage. ‘I put my hands to my ears and fled.’ He walked the six miles back to Oxford in a rage.


Alongside this experience, the more traditional trappings of Oxford did not disappoint. During Harold’s May visit to Christ Church, R. H. Dundas, the college’s Senior Censor, invited him to dine on High Table, and he appreciated ‘the excellent simple fare’ – simple by the standards of La Pietra – and the ‘aroma of ripe scholarship’. The dons’ conversation suggested the Augustan age, and Harold was impressed that, instead of dozing over the remains of the meal, the company picked up its napkins and shifted to the Senior Common Room for the ceremony of port and madeira. (Dundas, his host, was notorious among undergraduates for his curiosity about their sex lives. ‘Dr Dundas’, writes Osbert Lancaster, ‘extended his inexhaustible sympathy and excited interest to all those he considered to be in urgent need of sexual advice.’)


Since Harold was going up to Oxford before him, Brian Howard decided to draw up plans about how, as the advance party of their Eton Candle team, Harold should conduct himself at the University. ‘I think’, he wrote to him during the summer of 1922,




that we, at Oxford, ought to remain exclusive…. Don’t go and join any societies please…. Already we have got to a stage way beyond the Oxford intellectuals. We are genuinely gifted people, we are comparatively mature. They are NOT… If you take up an attitude – not an offensive attitude – of calm, conscious superiority and aloofness – security in superior attainments and knowledge, you will get an enormous reputation as an intellectual.





Returning to Oxford in October 1922 to take up residence at Christ Church, Harold made his first bid for individuality. ‘Most freshmen at “The House” [Christ Church] coveted rooms in Tom Quad, Peckwater or Canterbury, but a room with a balcony overlooking Christ Church Meadow appealed to me more.’ It was both an aesthetic and a social statement, a rejection of the classical formality of the college’s principal quadrangles (Peckwater and Canterbury are fine specimens of eighteenth-century architecture, Tom Quad a grand piazza from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) for the then highly unfashionable Victorianism of Meadow Buildings, and a separation of himself from the Old Etonians who traditionally thronged Peckwater, leaving Meadow Buildings for ‘dim’ men from obscure schools.


Christopher Hollis, in his book Oxford in the Twenties, explains the social hierarchy of the colleges. Christ Church was the smartest, being crammed with Old Etonians; Wykehamists (clever men from Winchester College, the public school with the best academic tradition) generally went to New College; but in other respects intellectual superiority ‘certainly rested with Balliol.’ The Christ Church Etonians ‘very often … did not mix with [undergraduates] from other and despised public schools’, and the smart colleges had little or nothing to do with the others. Hollis cites Michael Fane in Compton Mackenzie’s Sinister Street (1913–14) being asked to lunch by a man at Lincoln College, and saying: ‘I don’t know where Lincoln is. Have you got a map or something?’


Harold Acton, then, was sitting at the top of the social tree at Christ Church. But by his choice of rooms he had turned his back on the smart set. Meadow Buildings were designed by Thomas Deane and erected in the early 1860s to replace a seventeenth-century structure. In 1922, when Harold came up to Christ Church, they could easily have won a competition for the ugliest building in Oxford. John Betjeman writes:




They represent … the result in stone of the mistaken doctrine that Venetian Gothic was the only genuine article, which was being preached with fatal eloquence by Ruskin. The Meadow Buildings are the memorial of Dean Liddell’s reign as Dean of Christ Church. They certainly should be seen, as curiosities, as a bold Gothic block, singularly gloomy to live in, yet so vividly Ruskin’s dream as to be preferable to the faint hearted attempts at Neo-Gothic-moderno-classicism practised by well-known architects in present day Oxford [Betjeman was writing in the 1930s]. Meadow Buildings are an honest expression of the gas-enlightened ’sixties. As such, they are worthy of preservation.





Harold Acton admits that ‘externally, Meadow Buildings are grimly Victorian Gothic and internally they are sombre’. But it was there that he had chosen to establish himself. Given his determination not to follow the style of the Aesthetes he found at Oxford, there were really only two ways he could go: either to become pure modern (as the Auden group, also based at Christ Church, did a few years after him), or to turn antiquarian. He chose the latter, picking the period immediately before the Nineties.


He painted his rooms in Meadow Buildings ‘lemon yellow’ to cheer them up a little, but shrewdly realized that the best way to adorn them was in the period of the building itself. So he began to fill them with Victorian bric-à-brac, ‘artificial flowers and fruit and lumps of glass, a collection of paperweights imprisoning bubbles that never broke and flowers that never faded’. By choosing Victoriana he was scorning not just the Nineties, but also Bloomsbury, which he had encountered at Garsington Manor; he says that, though Roger Fry had impressed the ‘Arts’ at Eton, he himself now wanted to rebel against the style of Fry’s Omega Workshops, which had pioneered the use of modern art in interior decoration. The Omega approach seemed to Acton to be a visual equivalent of Rimsky-Korsakov played on a pianola.


There was – though Acton in 1922 was scarcely in a position to realize it – yet another layer of rebellion implicit in his choice of enthusiasm. Forty years later, discussing the vogue for Victoriana which had been initiated by Acton and his friends in the 1920s, Evelyn Waugh pointed out that it had an anti-parental element in it, ‘the wish to scandalize parents who had themselves thrown out the wax-flowers and woolwork screens which we now ardently collected’.




*





The first person to take notice of what Acton was doing was Robert Byron, who came up to Merton College in January 1923, a term after Acton had arrived at Christ Church. Though the two had mostly quarrelled about the Victorians during schooldays, they now began to agree passionately on the subject. As a disciple of Ruskin, Byron found Meadow Buildings overwhelmingly splendid, and he was delighted at Acton’s decision to decorate his rooms in the Victorian manner. Acton says Byron was ‘a greater enthusiast [for Victoriana] than I, for he believed that never had Britain been more resplendent than between 1846 and 1865. The vision of a “large-limbed, high-coloured Victorian England, seated in honour and plenty” was constantly before him.’


Indeed, without Byron’s inclination towards the Victorians, Acton would probably not have gone very far with this enthusiasm. Until now, his artistic passions had been for Bakst, the Russian Ballet and the Italian primitives and quattrocento; and the Eton Candle showed that, for all his assertions that he despised them, he tended to drift into the mannerisms of the Nineties imitators – his ‘Hansom Cab’ novel was pure Nineties. He was really singularly ill-equipped to cultivate the earlier Victorians. He knew almost nothing of nineteenth-century English literature, and would refer to Dickens with great contempt as ‘a writer whom my nurse used to make me read’. He took no interest in English ecclesiastical architecture, really a sine qua non for expertise in the Victorians.


If Brian Howard had arrived at Oxford at the same time as him, Acton might well not have chosen the Victorian path. Brian, after all, believed himself to be the champion of modernism, and seemed to think he would be able to rule Oxford with the same vague artiness as he had ruled a section of Eton: ‘When I go to Oxford, I am going to continue the Eton Candle as the Oxford Candle, AND I am going to have a replica of the Rhymers’ Club in a Candle Club.’ But without Brian there to boss him, Harold, talking to Robert Byron, began to realize the potential in a conspicuous Victorian revival.


They felt that the early Victorian era, in which Britain had made strenuous efforts to recover from the Napoleonic war, seemed closer in spirit to 1922 than did the effete Nineties: ‘We wanted Dawns, not Twilights.’ Also, though the previous generation had tried to sweep away the remnants of Victoriana, the period did not seem very far off, for some of Acton’s and Byron’s contemporaries had had first-hand contacts with it. Osbert Lancaster, who came up to Oxford in 1926, had been brought up in pure Victorian style in his parents’ Bayswater villa, and lived among great-aunts and grandparents who were themselves Victorians. For example, there was his Great-Aunt Martha, born early in the reign of George IV, who ‘never appeared abroad save in the prescribed Victorian uniform for old ladies’, and who when animated would gesture with her arms ‘in a manner that was perfectly familiar to me from the illustrations of Cruikshank’. His grandfather spoke in the style of the early days of Punch: ‘’Pon my word, ain’t he a howlin’ swell?’ Alan Pryce-Jones, who came up to Eton just as Acton was leaving, had been brought up in similarly Victorian fashion:




My father … recommended special reading for Sundays, and gave me annuals of Sabbath literature from his own nursery. Cards were not allowed on Sundays, and neither horse nor car could be used. Church, in London, meant the Guards Chapel in Wellington Barracks, and for this my father put on a tail-coat, a white waistcoat under a black one, and a top-hat. In the country, church usually meant Evensong, and I still … hear the richly melancholy threefold sway of ‘The Day Thou Gavest, Lord, is Ended’ sung by a black-cassocked choir in some Butterfield chancel.





For Harold Acton to choose early Victorian objects to decorate his rooms was not, then, so very outré in itself. But it became quite clear that he had declared war against the Aesthetes, the ‘followers of Bunthorne’, when he began to dress as an early Victorian. ‘I bought a grey bowler, wore a stock and let my side-whiskers flourish. Instead of the wasp-waisted suits with pagoda shoulders and tight trousers affected by the dandies, I wore jackets with broad lapels and broad pleated trousers. The latter got broader and broader. Eventually they were imitated elsewhere, and were generally referred to as “Oxford bags”.’


Imitations did indeed eventually appear, and a fashion began. Tom Driberg, coming up to Christ Church two years later than Acton, in 1924, went to Hall Brothers, the smart Oxford tailors in the High, and ordered ‘trousers very wide and flapping at the ankles, far wider than the Navy’s bell-bottoms … and in an unusual colour – bright green’. Henry Yorke describes the Oxford craze for Victoriana which was raging by 1925:




We collected Victorian objects, glass paperweights with coloured posies cast in them, little eternalized baskets of flowers in which nothing could break … and large piles of waxed fruits under high glass domes…. A number of us bought spotted dogs in china from Staffordshire, one or two had figures of the Prince Consort in the same material. As to architecture we were for everything Gothic and Beckford was a writer much admired.





But if this suggests instant popularity for Harold Acton’s tastes, it is quite misleading. The first reaction to him was sheer astonishment.




*





Emlyn Williams, a Christ Church contemporary, describes the apparition of Acton in Tom Quad one foggy winter evening:




A tall plumpish young man loomed up, whom it was impossible to contemplate as an undergraduate; his umbrella was rolled cane-tight but no snugger than he was, into a long tube of a black overcoat with spilling from under it pleated trousers as wide as a skirt. As he advanced out of the swirling mist, it became clear that it was not just the weather, he was doing his own swirling…. He swayed to a standstill; in case his kind soft-coloured features might be mistaken for the face of youth, he had flanked them with a pair of long side-whiskers and topped them with a skittishly curled grey bowler. Bowing with the courtesy of another age and clime, he spoke, an English flawlessly Italianated: ‘I do most dreadfully beg your pardons this inclement night – though I have been resident a year, I find it too idio-tically diffi-cult to find my way about. I have been round Tom like a tee-toe-tum, too too maddening – where does our dear Dean hang out?’ … ‘Jesus,’ said Evvers [an American undergraduate], ‘what’s that?’





The Christ Church ‘hearties’ responded to this new poseur in their usual fashion. Writing to Brian Howard during the summer of 1923, his third term, Harold reported that:




no one else has had such a smash-up as I had in the House. I, tucked up in bed and contemplating the reflection of Luna on my walls, was immersed under showers of myriad particles of split glass, my head powdered with glass-dust and my possessions vitrified. A band consisting of nearly thirty big ruff [sic] animal louts tried to break in my ‘oak’ [the outer door of his rooms] – but I remained adamant and their force was wasted. Yet I had never before received a poker through my window and hope that I shall never experience it again.





Tom Driberg says that such events were commonplace, and that the festivities of the Bollinger Club in the opening chapter of Waugh’s Decline and Fall are ‘a mild account of the night of any Bullingdon Club dinner in Christ Church. Such a profusion of broken glass I never saw until … the height of the blitz.’ On such nights, any undergraduate who was believed to have ‘artistic’ tastes was an automatic target. Driberg himself had his Christ Church rooms raided by hearties who pulled off his green ‘Oxford bags’ and carried them round Tom Quad in triumph before cutting them up into strips and hanging these around the Junior Common Room. Driberg did not mind terribly – ‘I had probably not paid the tailors’ bill’ – but he was upset by their ‘Philistine destruction of some wax or glass fruit’ (another imitation of Acton).


Henry Yorke, coming up to Magdalen – a college almost as full of rich public school men as was Christ Church – found it hard to believe that the authorities could encourage ‘orgies’ like the Bump Suppers (celebrations of rowing wins in Eights Week) for the oarsmen and their supporters, who amounted to ninety-five per cent of the college: ‘It did seem to turn the rest of us into early Christians for a Roman holiday.’ He found that the best remedy was to get drunk oneself, ‘so that, if they did come, it would not hurt too much…. The most that was likely to happen was that they would drop one into the Cherwell from a bridge but they were so mad drunk … that I felt there was a chance they might do me serious injury.’


There were various ways of staving off an invasion of one’s rooms. A character in John Betjeman’s Summoned by Bells, on being told that the hearties intend to break up his fancy-dress party, responds: ‘I’ve settled them all right, / I’ve bribed the Boat Club with a cask of beer.’ A cheaper answer was to ‘sport one’s oak’, keep the outer door locked. But Henry Yorke ‘never did this because I thought if they came and could not get at me they would lie in wait to take me another day, and that the suspense I should be in of waiting would not be worth while’. He describes ‘that awful screaming they affected when in motion imitating the cry when the fox is viewed’.


Yorke prepared himself for one invasion by half emptying a dozen bottles of beer and filling them up with brandy. These he passed to the rowing men ‘slavering in the doorway’, who ‘took a pull and passed them back to the dervishes behind and soon they went away to become unconscious. They had been drinking port all night, the beer and brandy on top was too much for any stomach.’


Osbert Lancaster says that the hearties, though a threat to any ‘aesthetic’ gathering, did lend a certain excitement to the occasion. Moreover the toughs were not always victorious. He recalls ‘one heroic evening when they fell like ninepins before a barrage of champagne bottles flung by Robert Byron from a strategic position at the head of the stairs with a force and precision that radically changed the pattern of Oxford rowing for the rest of term’. Henry Yorke achieved another form of revenge. One morning after a Bump Supper he was calling on a friend with a hangover, taking him a bottle of Eno’s Fruit Salts. Hurrying through the cloisters, he came across some belatedly drunken hearties – ‘two men supporting a third. His head lolled as though his throat were cut but … he saw the bottle in my arms and it meant drink to him. He broke loose, ran forward and after a struggle he snatched it away … and … poured the powder down his throat. At once he fell on his back … and began silverly frothing. We laughed until we choked.’
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Harold Acton had done more to annoy the hearties than wear broad trousers and fill his rooms with Victorian paperweights. During his second term, Duckworth published Aquarium, his first volume of poems, ‘and its red, black and yellow striped cover met me everywhere like a challenge. For a book of poems it had a prompt success.’


Reviews in the Oxford journals were slightly condescending, but definitely enthusiastic. ‘Mr Harold Acton’, observed Isis on 9 May 1923, ‘has graduated with honours in the Sitwell school…. But he is also, somehow or other, a poet…. In a year or two he may be writing really well.’ The Oxford Magazine said much the same, observing of the Sitwell influence: ‘We should not be surprised if, with a little more sincerity and a little less straining after effect, its author went further than the leader he follows.’


The publication of Aquarium marked a decline in Brian Howard’s influence over Harold. Brian had not been informed that the book was coming out, or sent a copy, and he heard about it only through a friend of his mother’s. ‘Why wasn’t I told?’ he grumbled to William Acton. But he wrote a congratulatory note to Harold.


Though he had forgotten to inform Brian, Harold made sure that Christ Church knew about the poems. ‘Since I was free from false modesty … and possessed a resonant voice, I never faltered when I was asked to read them, but shouted them lustily down a megaphone. Nor would I tolerate interruptions. The megaphone could also be brandished as a weapon.’ In particular, ‘I read them from my balcony to groups in Christ Church meadow.’


The poems in Aquarium have some Eliot touches – almost to the point of plagiarism – and a great deal of Edith Sitwell, but though hardly original the book was a great deal more vigorous than the average piece of undergraduate verse in 1923. The most recent Oxford stars had been Edmund Blunden, Roy Campbell and Robert Graves, who had all gone down, leaving the field to the feeble Georgian imitators. Shouted through a megaphone at the athletes returning from the rugger field and the boats, lines like these must have caused quite a sensation:








Within, the heat is curdling into flesh,


Vague, supple limbs to weave a night of lust


And throats lain back to kiss at my desire


White, soft and curving, I may nibble then


Such mad caresses as will flay my lips.











Harold records that many copies of Aquarium were inscribed with ‘tender dedications’ to those ‘witnesses of youthful passion’ who had inspired such lines. He names no names, but observes that ‘it is a subtle satisfaction, even in retrospect, to have kindled flames in Elgin marble breasts’.




*





At first, Harold ignored Brian’s warning about not joining existing societies at Oxford: ‘I was drawn to them like a moth. I fluttered my wings at the Italian Circle, the Spanish Society, the Ordinary, which invited me to read papers and join their discussions, and there were dining clubs as well.’ But at such meetings ‘poems were read in a self-deprecatory manner, amid stammerings and blushes’. This irritated him, and encouraged him to form his own clique, along the lines of the ‘Arts’ at Eton. Once again, the immediate outcome, even before the clique was properly formed, was a magazine. At the beginning of his second term, in January 1923, Harold began to start ‘sweeping away fin-de-siècle cobwebs’ with a paper called the Oxford Broom. Its first issue appeared in February.


The magazine’s title may have come from Harold Loeb’s Broom, a magazine for expatriate writers in Europe, edited in Rome from November 1921. Its style was simply that of the Eton Candle, transplanted to Oxford. Like the Candle, it began with a brash statement of modernity, an editorial entitled ‘A Modern Credo’ which called for ‘the erection of new absolute values’ amid ‘the exquisite chaos of modern thought’. Like the Candle, the remainder of the contents – indifferent poems and prose sketches by various individuals – suggested a general and rather vague interest in aestheticism rather than any deeply felt modernity. However, it was a change from the ponderous Isis, with its weekly ‘Idol’ drawn from the ranks of indistinguishable athletes, and from the grim earnestness of the Oxford Outlook. Together with Aquarium, it established Acton as a freshman to be reckoned with.


He was only nineteen, but his cosmopolitan air gave him a head start over his elders and contemporaries. ‘With his tall, distinguished, vaguely Oriental looks,’ writes Christopher Hollis, then at Balliol, ‘with the scarf carelessly twisted round his neck, most of us did not remember, and doubtless many did not know, that he was really younger than the rest of us. We accepted him without complaint as our leader and hardly recollected that he had been still a schoolboy when we were already undergraduates.’ Hollis adds that in itself the cosmopolitan manner would not have endeared him to other undergraduates. ‘But he wore his culture with such an air of high spirits, kindliness and good humour, with so brave a dash that we all fell for him and even those who came to scoff were soon persuaded to remain, if not to pray, at least to laugh.’


The second issue of the Oxford Broom (April 1923) was no more remarkable in content than the first. But this number at least looked unconventional, for its cover bore a woodcut-style drawing of deliberate ugliness, showing an ape-like park-keeper wielding a besom. The contents page stated: ‘Cover Design by Evelyn Waugh’.
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‘… Longed to Remain Myself and Yet Be Accepted …’





Evelyn Waugh was an undergraduate at Hertford College – by Christ Church standards, one of the most dim and obscure – reading Modern History. He had been up at the University since January 1922, two terms before Harold Acton, and he was older than him; he would be twenty in October. He was one of the two sons of a London publisher, and had made his mark on Cecil Beaton at their day school in Hampstead.


Beaton alleges that the torture inflicted by Waugh’s gang had included bending his arms back to front. Waugh, in his own memoirs, disputes this: ‘Our persecution went no further than sticking pins into him and we were soundly beaten for doing so.’ He expresses no regret for his behaviour: ‘I remember him as a tender and very pretty little boy. The tears on his long eyelashes used to provoke the sadism of youth and my cronies and I tormented him on the excuse that he was reputed to enjoy his music lessons and to hold in sentimental regard the lady who taught him. I am sure he was innocent of these charges.’ Waugh gave the same account of the bullying when he reviewed Beaton’s diaries in the Spectator in 1961; he observed of the book: ‘He can’t write for toffee.’


There was a bullying streak in the Waugh family. Evelyn’s paternal grandfather, Dr Alexander Waugh, a country doctor of Scottish descent with a practice in Somerset, suffered from attacks of violent rage, was known to lay about the drawing-room ornaments with a poker, and had beaten his sons severely. ‘The happiness of all’, writes Evelyn, ‘would depend on his temper.’ He deliberately frightened his children, ostensibly to fortify their characters. Once, observing a wasp on his wife’s forehead, he crushed it with his cane, thereby ensuring that she was stung. When Arthur Waugh, Evelyn’s father, first heard the term ‘sadist’, he remarked: ‘I believe that is what my father must have been.’


Arthur Waugh, mild by comparison, was nevertheless capable of bullying, at least on the printed page. In his spare time from his publishing office he wrote reviews for the London literary journals, and sometimes put on a highly irascible performance. Contributing to the Quarterly Review for October 1916, he poured scorn on the modernist poets, dismissing Ezra Pound’s verse as ‘wooden prose, cut into battens’ and calling T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ a display of ‘the banality of premature decrepitude’. He summed up the work of these ‘literary “Cubists”’ as ‘unmetrical, incoherent banalities … anarchy which will end in something worse even than “red ruin and the breaking up of laws”’. With them he contrasted favourably the ‘humour, commonsense, and artistic judgement of the best of the new “Georgians”’.


Arthur had learned the value of a harsh pen at school at Sherborne. Despised for being a ‘swot’ and no athlete, he had made a name by writing lampoons of masters and other unpopular boys. Subsequently at New College, Oxford, he had contributed comic verses to an undergraduate paper and had written a humorous ‘smoker’ for the Oxford University Dramatic Society (the OUDS). In his memoirs, he blames the amount of time he gave to this and country-house theatricals for the fact that he left Oxford with only a Third Class in Classical Moderations and ‘Greats’.


A literary cousin, the eminent Edmund Gosse, obtained him a commission to write a life of Tennyson, who was then in his eighties, and Arthur had almost finished it when Tennyson died. It was hurriedly completed and rushed through the press, and Arthur’s reputation was made. This was in 1892; two years later he was invited to contribute to the first Yellow Book; Henry Harland, its editor, wanted him as a sop to the prim, a counter-balance to the Decadents. Arthur wrote in praise of ‘Reticence in Literature’, objecting to such things as descriptions of ‘the sensations of childbirth’. This contrasted very oddly with the general tone of the Yellow Book, and Arthur’s piece was picked on favourably by those reviewers who disliked most of Harland’s contributors. In contrast with the Beardsley-Wilde set, Arthur Waugh was labelled ‘sane and manly’.


Having taken on almost by accident the role of defender of traditional literary values, Arthur found it profitable. Literary editors from the more conventional journals, such as the Daily Telegraph, began to give him regular reviewing work, and he also began to write a literary gossip-column for a New York paper, thereby making a number of enemies. He explains that his chief model as critic was Samuel Johnson, whom he praises for his ‘tonic, invigorating commonsense’. But he himself was not really a die-hard. In his autobiography (1930) he speaks respectfully of T. S. Eliot and Edith Sitwell, and he tended to lapse into Edwardian sentimentality of the J.M. Barrie school – he writes gushingly of ‘the old nursery’ in his Hampstead house, calling it ‘a sort of treasure-house of our happy home life’. Anthony Powell, who was often at the Waugh house, calls this aspect of Arthur ‘a bit too good to be true’.


Powell records that he was apt to begin sentences: ‘Speaking as a member of the lower-middle classes …’. In fact the Waughs were solidly upper middle class. Arthur’s immediate forebears were clergymen, lawyers and the like, while his wife’s family included soldiers and members of the Indian Civil Service. (One of her great-grandfathers, Henry Cockburn, an Edinburgh public servant, was created a Lord of Justiciary in 1837.) Evelyn Waugh judged his father’s most obvious characteristic to be theatricality. ‘The first adult visitor I introduced into the house … said to me: “Charming, entirely charming, and acting all the time.” When I consulted her, my mother confirmed this judgement.’ Yet, says Evelyn’s brother, Evelyn was ‘very like his father’.




*





Arthur became managing director of the publishing house of Chapman & Hall at the early age of thirty-five, remaining there until his retirement in 1929. Early in Evelyn’s childhood, he moved his family from their small North London house to a plot of land on the edge of Hampstead Heath, which he sentimentally named ‘Underhill’ after a lane in his native Midsomer Norton. He wrote ecstatically of the meadow he could see from his ‘book-room’, but other villas quickly sprang up to spoil the view, the Tube railway arrived, shops, a theatre and a cinema sprang up, and, as Evelyn says, ‘our postal address was altered from Hampstead to Golders Green’. (Christopher Hollis alleges that, as a young man, Evelyn ‘would walk to Hampstead to post his letters in order that they might bear a more aristocratic postmark’.)


In one of Evelyn’s first pieces of prose fiction, ‘The Balance’ (1926), the hero, based on Evelyn himself, is described as being ‘too well brought up’ to remember much of his childhood. There seems to be a double meaning here: that his parents have conducted his upbringing so successfully that nothing unpleasant can be recollected of it, and that he comes from the kind of family in which it is simply ‘not done’ to rake over the past. Waugh certainly liked, when asked about his early life, to give both these impressions.


He was the younger of the two Waugh sons. His elder brother Alexander, named after Arthur Waugh’s bellicose father, was known from birth as Alec. The younger son was given Arthur’s own name: ‘I was christened Arthur Evelyn St John: the first name after my father.’ Until he came to write his memoirs, and looked at family papers, he believed the correct order to be ‘Evelyn Arthur St John’, which is how it is always given in works of reference. To avoid confusion with his father, he became known from infancy as Evelyn, but he said he had ‘never liked’ that name, since ‘In America it is used only of girls and from time to time even in England it has caused confusion as to my sex.’ He explains that the name was chosen ‘from a whim of my mother’s’. Does it contain a hint that Mrs Waugh, already blessed with a son, really wanted a girl? ‘St John was more absurd,’ he goes on. ‘I had a High Church godfather who insisted that I must be given the name of a saint.’


Alec was five and a half years older than Evelyn, and found his baby brother ‘too young’ for companionship. He turned instead to his father, whom he calls ‘a wonderful companion…. I confided in him all my ambitions, all my problems. I have never since been so completely myself with anyone.’ Arthur Waugh reciprocated Alec’s attentions. ‘I must have been the youngest man of my age in London,’ Arthur writes of the years in which Alec and Evelyn were children, alleging that this rejuvenated him. To which Evelyn replies: ‘I never saw him as anything but old, indeed as decrepit.’ Behind the joke is bitterness and a sense of exclusion from the cosy friendship that existed between father and elder son.


Alec admits that he himself was ‘an indulged child, very much my father’s favourite’. Nor did the mother make efforts to counterbalance this prejudice on her husband’s part. Alec writes: ‘Evelyn … once said to his mother, “Daddy loves Alec more than me. But you love me more than you love Alec.” This was indeed true, but my mother felt that she should not show favouritism. “No,” she said, “I love you both the same.” “Then I am lacking in love,” he said.’ And Evelyn told Christopher Sykes, his biographer: ‘I was not rejected or misprized, but Alec was their firstling and their darling lamb.’


In Evelyn’s autobiographical novel The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold, it is said that Mr Pinfold loved his mother ‘extravagantly’ in childhood; and in his memoirs Evelyn talks of ‘two adored deities, my nurse and my mother’. One notices the order in which the two women are mentioned. He goes on to write at length about his nurse, Lucy, a girl from Midsomer Norton. ‘I think Lucy fully returned my love,’ he says. He makes no such statement about his mother, describing her as ‘small, neat, reticent’.


Catherine Waugh, the mother, had been born in India, the daughter of an official in the Bengal Civil Service, and had been sent very early to England where she and her sister were brought up in an ‘elderly ménage’ of two maiden great-aunts and a bachelor great-uncle. She had been quietly happy there – Evelyn says she looked back on it ‘as the ideal of home’ – and when she came to have children of her own she treated them much as she had been treated herself. She was content to let her histrionic husband dominate the household. Anthony Powell, who when Evelyn was grown up sometimes came to supper on Sunday nights, records that Mrs Waugh scarcely spoke a word at meals. Evelyn says she was happiest working in the garden, ‘potting, planting, watering, weeding’. Christopher Sykes records that he ‘often heard Evelyn talk of his father, but I do not remember him once mentioning his mother’.


With a less flamboyant husband, Mrs Waugh might have been able to pay more consistent attention to her younger child. But when Arthur was at home be dominated the entire family. Alec says that Evelyn’s day ‘ended with the click of his father’s latch-key’, and that Evelyn ‘resented his father’s intrusion’ into such attention as he could get from his mother. Evelyn echoes this: ‘I … grudged his usurpation of my mother’s attention.’


Arthur Waugh made some attempt to get to know his younger son – ‘I think he paid a visit to the nursery every evening and often made brief efforts to entertain,’ writes Evelyn – but these few minutes at the end of the day were not sufficient to endear him to a small child, and Evelyn says he ‘never particularly welcomed him’ into the nursery. Until he was seven, his father was ‘a figure of minor importance and interest’ to him, a noisy creature who would arrive home from the office and shout ‘Kay! Kay! Where’s my wife?’ from the hall below. ‘And that’, says Evelyn, ‘was the end of my mother’s company for the evening.’


Nevertheless in his autobiography Evelyn devotes an entire chapter to his father, whilst his mother’s character is summed up in a single paragraph. This alone – quite apart from abundant evidence elsewhere in his books – suggests that his father was ultimately a figure of the greatest importance to him. ‘He was restless rather than active,’ he writes of him.




In person he was small…. I remember him as always corpulent…. He often adverted to his imminent demise. He always referred to himself as ‘incorrigibly Victorian’…. His melancholies were brief and quickly relieved. Most of his acquaintance regarded him as exuberantly jovial. He was by nature sociable and hospitable, but he had no pleasure in large gatherings…. Most of his acquaintances were subject to genial ridicule. … In politics he would have described himself as a Tory but … did not go to the polls. … He had no itch to get to the truth of a story, frankly preferring its most picturesque form.





Each of these statements could stand, without the slightest modification, as a precise description of Evelyn himself in the later years of his life. Alec Waugh, on the other hand, never became a copy of Arthur. Auberon Waugh (Evelyn’s own eldest son), writing an obituary of his uncle Alec, describes him as ‘unaggressive, benign … urbane’.


Alec himself supplies a persuasive reason for this: ‘I was confident that I was going to make a considerable mark in the world,’ while Evelyn ‘may well have felt himself relegated to second place’. As Evelyn began to grow up, his resentment of his theatrical, self-caricaturing father was augmented by a curiosity about this florid personality, easily the strongest character in the house. But Arthur did not reciprocate his younger son’s attention. He devoted such time as he spent at home to Alec, simply because the eldest son was traditionally the object of the father’s special concern. Instead of getting the rewards he might expect from imitating his father’s character, Evelyn was constantly rejected in favour of another.


He began to be contemptuous of his father and jealous of his brother. ‘Daddy is a Publisher he goes to Chapman and Hall office it looks an offely dull plase,’ he wrote at the age of seven. He expresses the same sentiment in his memoirs: ‘His sedentary and cerebral occupations appeared ignominious to me in my early childhood. I should have better respected a soldier or a sailor like my uncles … a man, even, who shaved with a cut-throat razor.’ As he began to grow up, he and his father (notes Alec) began to be ‘constantly in conflict’, and were mostly ‘irritated by each other’. By the age of seventeen, Evelyn had begun to perceive the theatrical element in his father’s personality: he wrote in his diary that his father had been ‘ineffably silly’ throughout the school holidays, adding that he was beginning to ‘see through’ him.


As to his feelings towards Alec, Evelyn wrote, many years later, a bitter short story on the subject of sibling rivalry:




The two brothers developed into sturdy, unremarkable little boys. … They were both sandy-haired, courageous, and well-mannered on occasions. Neither was sensitive, artistic, highly strung, or conscious of being misunderstood. Both accepted the fact of Gervase’s [the elder’s] importance just as they accepted his superiority of knowledge and physique. … Tom found that his obscurity was on the whole advantageous, for it excused him from the countless minor performances of ceremony which fell on Gervase.





In this story, the elder brother gets all the prizes, including the heiress whom his younger brother had intended to marry.


In life, the Waugh brothers’ achievements were eventually very different, the younger easily outstripping the elder; yet Alec constantly dogged Evelyn’s steps. He became a successful author before Evelyn had been heard of, and Evelyn was not infrequently mistaken for him. In Labels, his 1930 travel book, Evelyn describes an encounter with ‘a beautiful and splendidly dressed Englishwoman’ in a Paris night club, who, on being introduced to him, praises him and his writings. Then she discovers that he is not Alec. ‘“Well,” she said, “how very unfortunate.”’ Whether or not one believes in the incident, the fact that Evelyn chose to record or invent it shows how sensitive were his feelings on the subject. Alec, for his part, displayed not the slightest resentment of Evelyn for having swiftly overtaken him in literary reputation and earnings; he preserved the elder brother’s self-confidence, nurtured long ago by paternal approval and encouragement. In The Best Wine Last (1978) he prints without a grumble Evelyn’s scathing reference to his being ‘in general not very highly regarded’ as a literary figure, and cheerfully records that Evelyn’s success as an author ‘sent my own stock up’. On the other hand in 1957 Evelyn took a journalist to court for alleging that Alec’s books had sold more copies than his own.
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Alec Waugh was sent away to preparatory school as a boarder, but hated it, and when Evelyn’s turn came he was allowed to remain at home until he reached his teens, attending Heath Mount as a day-boy. Though he avoided ‘the bleak dormitories to which most boys of my age and kind were condemned’, he had his own difficulties at Heath Mount, where his effeminate Christian name caused ‘ridicule’; he says he would try to silence it by ‘quoting the precedent of Field-Marshal Sir Evelyn Wood’. Further laughter was provoked by his surname, which other boys would pronounce as ‘Wuff’ or ‘Wuffles’. Anthony Powell suggests that Waugh’s fondness for mispronouncing other people’s names – ‘Dilwyn Thomas’ for Dylan Thomas, ‘Kingsley Ames’, and the like – was due to people’s constant mishandling of his own; Powell noticed that when Waugh’s second child Auberon was born in 1939 The Times printed the father’s name as Emlyn.


‘As a little boy he had been acutely sensitive to ridicule,’ Waugh writes of his alter ego Mr Pinfold, and it may have been his schoolfellows’ mockery that drove him to bullying weaker boys like Cecil Beaton. The bullying was perhaps also an attempt to compensate for being physically small, like his father; in adult life he measured about five feet seven inches, the same as Arthur Waugh, and he once observed that the Waughs had grown smaller through the generations because the bullying streak in the men made them marry small women. (However, in his diary for 1955 he makes a rejoinder to the popular notion that small men are pugnacious to compensate for lack of size: ‘It is more plausible that God makes pugnacious men small because of the greater harm they could do if powerful.’) A friend in his later years, Frances Donaldson, notes that when during the 1950s Evelyn began to be mocked in the press, it was as a ‘prim, stuffy, cross, snobbish, little man’, and she herself admits: ‘He looked very small.’ When in 1952 the aged Hilaire Belloc remarked to him that Englishmen were usually enormous, Waugh replied bluntly: ‘I am short.’


Alec says that at home Evelyn was ‘emotional and apt to dissolve in tears’. At school he hid his vulnerability behind a tough exterior; aged eleven, he records in his diary fighting the big brother of a boy who had picked a quarrel with him: ‘We set to with a mixture of wrestling and boxing ending in my victory.’


He would have been sent from Heath Mount to Sherborne, Arthur Waugh’s old school, which Alec was attending, but Alec was asked to leave because he was discovered to have engaged in homosexual practices. ‘I had the bad luck to be found out,’ Alec writes. ‘A scandal started, a number of names were involved….’ This in itself might not have debarred Evelyn from going to Sherborne; minor scandals of the sort frequently disturbed the public schools and were soon forgotten. But Alec decided to get his revenge on Sherborne by writing a comparatively realistic novel of school life, which alluded delicately to the existence of homosexuality in public schools. The Loom of Youth found a publisher – not Arthur Waugh, though he stood by his son throughout the whole episode – and appeared in 1917, just as Evelyn was leaving Heath Mount at the age of thirteen. It became a best-seller, scandalized the older generation, and infuriated Sherborne. Arthur therefore had to find another public school for Evelyn.


He selected Lancing College, on the south coast near Brighton, a choice which Evelyn pretends to find comically eccentric; he says Arthur had ‘never seen’ the school and had ‘no associations’ with it, and that the whole decision was made and executed without proper consideration. In fact there was a perfectly good reason for the choice. Lancing had a strong Church of England tradition of the High Church variety, and Evelyn, who had been attending a church of that persuasion in Hampstead, had developed an enthusiasm for Anglo-Catholic ritual. Arthur Waugh was religious but pessimistic; during Evelyn’s early years he read family prayers every morning, but when the First World War broke out had abandoned this practice on what Evelyn thought the ‘very curious grounds’ that it was ‘no longer any good’. Arthur notes that in childhood Evelyn displayed ‘a deeply religious temperament’, and though he himself evidently doubted the power of the Almighty to halt the terrible bloodshed on the Western Front, he did not attempt to dissuade Evelyn from belief. Evelyn records that at the age often ‘to the dismay of my parents [I] expressed my intention of becoming a clergyman’. His beloved nurse Lucy, a devout Nonconformist, had taught him to venerate the Bible, and had taken him on Sundays to the North End Rooms to hear sermons and sing the hymns of Moody and Sankey. Later, with his parents, he had sat in the congregation of St Jude’s, Hampstead Garden Suburb, where the florid, lisping incumbent, the Rev. Basil Bourchier – whose brother had founded the OUDS at Oxford and was a popular actor-manager – delivered highly theatrical sermons. These amused but also impressed Evelyn, so that he began to take an interest in Anglo-Catholic ritual: ‘The enthusiasm which my little school-fellows devoted to birds’ eggs and model trains I turned on church affairs and spoke glibly of chasubles and Erastianism.’ He also ‘composed a long and tedious poem about Purgatory’. Lancing therefore seemed a sensible choice of public school.
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After the comparatively easy life of being a day-boy at Heath Mount, within walking distance of home, it was a shock to be thrust into a community that lived in a group of flinty buildings situated in monastic isolation on the open downs. Evelyn arrived at the beginning of a summer term, when there were few other new boys, and felt completely alone. His pugnacious manner no longer served him well; he had developed the habit of making scathing remarks about other people’s failings – in his Heath Mount diary he dismisses various individuals as ‘repulsive’, ‘weird’ and ‘awful’ – and at Lancing this began to get him into trouble. ‘How often’, writes Roger Fulford, another new boy that summer term of 1917, ‘did I hear those ominous words “that awful little tick Waugh”.’


Yet Fulford notes that he did not respond to this hostility by trying to make himself inconspicuous. In the dormitories, ‘before getting into bed, we used to fall on our knees to use the chamber-pot and to address a brief word to the Almighty. Long after the pot was used, Evelyn would remain plunged in prayer by his bedside; similarly, in chapel his devotion was pronounced. Such practices … were not liked.’ Probably he was praying for deliverance from the awfulness of boarding school. In his memoirs he notes grimly of his arrival at Lancing: ‘I was not at all popular then or at any time in my first two years.’ He wrote to his father asking to be taken away from school, but Arthur, in reply, ‘counselled endurance’.


At Lancing, there was no escape from the barbarities of school life – no Eton High Street, no Dyson’s with its gramophone, no Windsor, no comically awful Slough. Waugh describes the school as standing in ‘complete isolation. … One might have been living on an island miles from anywhere.’ And when a temporary escape was offered, it brought its own misery. On Ascension Day during his first term the school had a whole holiday, when boys were expected to go off in twos and threes into the surrounding countryside. Nobody had told Evelyn that he should pair off with someone, or, if they had, there was no one who would pair with him. When the day came, ‘I had nowhere to go and no friends.’ Everyone else disappeared, and he discovered that there were no meals at the school. He went to the kitchens and was given ‘some ghastly galantine’, and set off on foot, alone. ‘Rain came on. … I wandered out with my damp packet of food and after a time took shelter among the trees called Chanctonbury Ring, ate a little and … wept. So every Ascension Day since I have felt that things can never be as bad as that.’


In 1947 he wrote in his diary: ‘Ascension Day never passes without my thinking of the day now thirty years ago at Lancing which was the most miserable of my life.’ These are strong words – by 1947 he had experienced many other crises – but there is no reason to doubt their accuracy, for it was now that he began to grow the hard outer shell of personality which in future would give him some protection against the world and its power to humiliate. At the same time he began to make efforts to be accepted socially.


‘I did not admire the other boys,’ he writes of the months during which he began to adjust to Lancing. ‘I did not want to be like them. But, in contradiction, I wanted to be one of them. I had no aspirations to excel, still less to lead; I simply longed to remain myself and yet be accepted as one of this distasteful mob. I cannot explain it; but I think that was what I felt.’ Nearly forty years later, he wrote to his son Auberon, then having a difficult time at a public school himself: ‘Don’t become an anarchist. … There is no superiority in shirking things and doing things badly. Be superior by cultivating your intellect and your taste.’
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Roger Fulford soon observed the change in his behaviour. After his disastrous start, he seemed to be working strenuously to set things right. ‘He moved steadily up the school in work,’ Fulford writes. ‘He took part in the gruelling five-mile cross-country race up the Downs [and] finished respectably. He … began to enjoy a certain repute’, the repute of a mildly successful conformist. Another Lancing contemporary, Dudley Carew, observes that Waugh would play football with considerable determination against boys older and heavier than himself, as if he were training for survival in a harsh world; Carew noticed his apparent ‘indifference to kicks [and] knocks’. Fulford, who had not liked him much at first, began to think him a reasonable sort of fellow, and Carew got some amusement out of his company. Yet privately Waugh seems to have allowed himself to feel little warmth towards them or any of the other boys.


After attending a school Corps camp at the end of his third year at Lancing, he wrote in his diary that the ‘increased insight into people’s characters’ he believed he had gained by being cooped up with them under canvas had led mainly to ‘increased dislike’. And looking back on his days at Lancing in a 1953 radio interview, he tersely described his animosity towards other boys. The interviewer asked if he had been happy at school:




Waugh: No. No fault of the school’s. I think I shouldn’t have been happy at any school.


Interviewer: Why were you unhappy?


Waugh: Hated the boys so.


Interviewer: You didn’t like them at all? I mean, they had nothing in common with you?


Waugh: I didn’t discover it in the years that I was there.


Interviewer: All the boys? Did you really hate all the boys in the school?


Waugh: Didn’t hate, but I just didn’t like their company about the place.





He began to refine this scorn of the herd, to develop it in two particular directions. His diary shows that he was becoming precociously cynical about the world: ‘The more I see of politics,’ he wrote at the age of sixteen, ‘the more dishonest and fascinating they appear.’ In another entry he praises eighteenth-century court life as ‘so healthily cynical’, and judges ‘a sense of the ludicrous’ to be an essential trait for the sane individual.


At about the same time he began to show contempt towards the lower classes. ‘The crowds were astounding,’ he wrote in his diary after his brother Alec had taken him to a football match. ‘It is extraordinary the people who can pay 10s 6d for a seat.’ It was reassuring, in his insecurity, that there existed beneath his parents’ social rank a whole hierarchy of persons whom he could legitimately ridicule, the middle classes’ contempt for their inferiors being an acceptable emotion in British society. Evelyn evidently derived comfort from pretending to a Victorian certainty of his own position. In his diary he wrote of another boy’s rudeness to the Corps bandmaster at Lancing: ‘It is rather bad form to swear at one’s social inferiors.’ And, finding that he was beginning to like one of his schoolfellows, he described him in the diary as a ‘true aristocrat’, though the boy was actually of the same social class as himself. He was beginning to invent a social identity for himself that was implicitly aristocratic, and so allowed him to look down on others.


Re-reading his school diary forty years later, Waugh was shocked by the attitudes it displays. He judged its adolescent author to have been ‘conceited, heartless and cautiously malevolent … consistently caddish’. This is a slight exaggeration – there are moments of self-contempt – but at this period he was certainly cultivating cynicism and heartlessness. Insecurity at home followed by the cruel isolation of his first terms at Lancing had made him grow this shell. A little later in his school career he began to learn, not to soften it, but to make the shell more entertaining to other people.
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He began to pick up a certain poise from J.F. Roxburgh, the future founding Headmaster of Stowe, who was then teaching at Lancing. Tom Driberg, another Lancing pupil of this generation, calls Roxburgh a ‘magnetically brilliant’ teacher with a ‘polysyllabically precise delivery’, and Waugh says they ‘all caught’ Roxburgh’s elegant style of speaking. He describes Roxburgh dissecting Cowper’s hymn ‘God Moves in a Mysterious Way’ and demonstrating the degree of self-contradictory nonsense in it: ‘A mine is a hole from which you extract something or else an explosive weapon. In neither case would you “treasure up” anything in it….’ Such teaching inculcated in Waugh a lifelong contempt of cliché and woolly thought. It is in this mood that, in his diary while at school, he frequently castigates himself for bad writing: ‘This is quite incoherent. … A poor sentence.’ Yet, for all his severe training under Roxburgh, he never mastered one aspect of the English language. ‘I wish I could spell,’ he remarked to Maurice Bowra in 1951. ‘I often write angry letters to the headmistresses of my children’s schools and after I have posted them realize they are full of mistakes.’


During schooldays he was reading Balzac and Flaubert, and probably much more, but his diary – a record of the development of his public personality – does not concern itself with such things. Towards the end of his time at Lancing he made an attempt at writing a novel, but did not consider the notion of becoming a professional author, which would have meant competing not merely with his father but with his elder brother, who after war service had entered the literary business full time (Evelyn’s 1920 diary contains a sarcastic pun about ‘the boom of youth’). When he and some of his Lancing schoolfellows founded a Dilettanti Society on much the same lines as the ‘Arts’ at Eton, Evelyn took charge of the visual arts section, and left the literary side to someone else.


He had been interested for some time in illuminated manuscripts – the shape of words appealed to him, much as the shape of sentences would do when he became a novelist – and he won a prize for illumination awarded by the school art master. This activity earned approval from Arthur Waugh, who commissioned Evelyn to design several book jackets for Chapman & Hall, paying a small fee for those which were used. But this mark of acceptance from his father had come too late to affect Evelyn’s attitude to Arthur, and it was more gratifying to shock him. Evelyn says in his autobiography that for some years in adolescence he ‘intermittently pretended to be a socialist’ – a pose calculated to alarm the deeply conservative Arthur – and he also wrote, and managed to get published in a London art magazine, at the age of only fourteen, an essay ‘In Defence of Cubism’, praising those principles of modernism that his father had attacked in the Quarterly Review. It was a very polished piece of work, which Roxburgh would have admired, but in truth he had absorbed his father’s distaste for the modern, and could not keep up the pretence for long. At the age of sixteen he visited a Matisse exhibition and wrote contemptuously in his diary of the artist’s ‘crude ill-drawn things’.


His taste was really for the mock-medievalism of the Pre-Raphaelites – he was proud of a family connection with Holman Hunt – and for their Arts and Crafts descendants who clustered around Eric Gill, a taste sufficiently against the mainstream to give a superficial impression of nonconformity, but not unpalatably modern, and providing an excuse for imitating traditional forms. Even here there were ways of shocking his father. His Lancing housemaster introduced him to Francis Crease, an amateur scribe and follower of the Gill group who lived in bachelor rooms near the school. Evelyn began to take lessons with him, and wrote in his diary: ‘He is very effeminate and decadent and cultured and affected and nice.’ He warmed to Crease as something of a fellow social outcast, and when he discovered that some of the Lancing masters doubted Crease’s motives in befriending schoolboys, he decided to invite Crease to stay with his family in London, which was surely guaranteed to cause paternal alarm. However, during the visit, it was Crease who first opened Evelyn’s eyes to his father’s theatricality, thereby deepening Evelyn’s cynicism about Arthur and his disillusion with human character.


Evelyn’s conflicting feelings about his father are clearly visible in an editorial he wrote for the school magazine shortly before leaving Lancing, when he was eighteen. ‘During the last few years,’ the article begins, ‘a new generation has grown up; between them and the young men of 1912 lies the great gulf of the war. What will they stand for and what are they going to do?’ It was a pertinent question to ask at this moment, the end of 1921. The war had wiped out a huge proportion of ‘the young men of 1912’ who had gone to fight at the behest of their fathers’ generation. The experience of 1914–18 had shown those who survived that, in the image of Wilfred Owen’s parable-poem, the ‘old man’ would willingly slay his son ‘And half the seed of Europe’ through sheer stubborn paternal pride. Fathers were no longer to be trusted.


Waugh’s Lancing editorial goes on to argue that those of ‘Rupert Brooke’s generation’ who had survived the war were now ‘broken … tired and embittered’. The way was now open for his own generation. ‘What’, he asked, ‘will the young men of 1922 be?’ One would expect the answer: they will pay no attention to their elders – the father-figures who sent Brooke and all the others to their deaths – and they will be revolutionary in their attitudes to the mores of the paternal generation; they will overturn everything because the war has shown them the folly of obeying their fathers. But this is not at all the line that Waugh takes. The editorial is, after all, the work of someone who, under his shell, is far too unsure of his position in his family and the world to issue a call to rebellion, and the answer he provides to his own question is thoroughly vague.


He refrains from giving any kick at his father’s generation. Instead, he writes of himself and his contemporaries in stirring-sounding but quite empty terms:




They will be, above all things, clear-sighted. … The youngest generation are going to be very hard and analytical and unsympathetic. … They are going to aim at things as they are and they will not call their aim ‘Truth’. … They will not be revolutionaries and they will not be poets and they will not be mystics; there will be much that they will lose, but all that they have will be real.





The only clear statement here is ‘They will not be revolutionaries’. If he is attacking anything, it seems to be some sort of mystical idealism, which makes him want to be ‘hard and analytical’ by comparison. But he is not really criticizing anything at all. He had indicated that, despite the war, his generation – or at least he himself – does not really feel rebellious.


However, in the next paragraph he does at last attack one characteristic of his father’s generation – more specifically, a characteristic of Arthur Waugh himself, theatrical emotionalism: ‘And they will be reticent too, the youngest generation. The young men of the nineties subsisted upon emotion and … poured out their souls with water and their tears with pride; middle-aged observers will find it hard to see the soul in the youngest generation.’ So Evelyn is not going to be as histrionic as his father. Yet even this very limited piece of revolution is qualified in the next sentence: ‘But they will have – and this is their justification – a very full sense of humour. … They will watch themselves with … a cynical smile and often with a laugh.’ This sounds remarkably like Arthur Waugh’s own self-aware, self-mocking theatricality.


The editorial ends on a very different note from the trumpet-call of its opening question. There is now no pretence of rebellion, merely the puzzlement of someone who confronts a chaotic scene and does not know what to do about it: ‘It is a queer world which the old men have left them and they will have few ideals and illusions to console them when they “get to feeling old”. They will not be a happy generation.’
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By the end of his time at Lancing, Evelyn had turned against religion, informing the school chaplain that he had lost his faith. He records that he was driven to this by a young Oxford theologian named Rawlinson, later Bishop of Derby, who was temporarily teaching at Lancing, and gave his classes a taste of modern biblical scholarship, explaining that none of the books of the Bible could really be by their supposed authors and inviting them to speculate on the nature of Jesus Christ. ‘This learned and devout man’, writes Waugh, ‘inadvertently made me an atheist.’ Yet though the manner of his turning away from religion might be calculated to annoy his father – the influence of a modernist theologian – the actual rejection of Christianity recalls Arthur’s own abandonment of family prayers when the war broke out, apparently because he felt that it was ‘no longer any good’ believing in a benevolent God.


In every other respect, Evelyn’s final months at Lancing demonstrate a wish to observe the conventions and win the approval of the paternalistic school system. He was made House Captain, and played up to this part enthusiastically. In a letter to the school magazine he defends himself and his fellow prefects against the charge that boys in authority usually drop their friends: ‘In the interests of discipline, it is essential that the officials shall form a caste apart.’ Like Cyril Connolly at Eton, he was prepared to sacrifice friendship for advancement within the system. He wrote a satirical play about school life – just as his father had done at Sherborne – in which the hero of the final act is a rebel blackmailed into conformity; it was autobiographical, except that he himself had been the blackmailer. Leaving Lancing for Oxford, where he had won a scholarship, he was in every external respect a conventionally successful public schoolboy. J.F. Roxburgh wrote him a farewell letter in which he declared: ‘If you use what the Gods have given you, you will do as much as anyone I know to shape the course of your generation.’ It was the sort of praise teachers give to those who have kept the rules. Waugh notes that when he really did become famous and influential, Roxburgh ‘deplored my writing and what he heard of my conduct’.




*





At first, Oxford seemed as daunting as Lancing had been to the new boy. Waugh had been persuaded to sit for a scholarship at Hertford, being told by his history teacher at Lancing that he stood a better chance there than at some larger and more fashionable college. He quickly found that it was ‘respectable but rather dreary’, with buildings that looked like a bank. He began to wish he had gone to New College, where his father had been. Moreover he had again arrived at an unfashionable time of year – January 1922 – when the previous autumn’s freshmen had already settled down and made their own friendships. He found some old Lancing boys in the college, but no one he knew well. Although he was ‘entirely happy in a subdued fashion’ during his first two terms, doing everything that freshmen traditionally did – purchasing a cigarette box ornamented with the college arms, learning to smoke a pipe, getting drunk for the first time, exploring the villages around Oxford – he felt all the time that ‘there was a quintessential Oxford which I knew and loved from afar’ which had not yet become visible.


Up to this time, books had not contributed greatly to his imaginative life. ‘I can remember’, he wrote in 1951, answering an inquiry about writers who had ‘influenced’ his early years,




that in my early youth I spent many days in attempting to construct a model town from the directions in the Children’s Encyclopaedia. Those directions, it seems, must be the only piece of important literature I ever read [in childhood], for I cannot name any book or poem that has influenced my behaviour.





But before coming up to Oxford he had absorbed all the literature about the place that he could find, the poems of homage to University and city that Matthew Arnold, Quiller-Couch, Flecker and Belloc had written, and ‘all the Oxford novels that came to hand’, especially Zuleika Dobson and Compton Mackenzie’s Sinister Street, in order to ‘get the Oxford atmosphere’. Mackenzie provided that atmosphere in full:




Michael … lay back in a deep armchair watching the candlelight flicker over the tapestries. … The tobacco smoke grew thicker and thicker, curling in spirals. … Moonbeams came slanting in and with them the freshness of the May night: more richly blue gathered the tobacco smoke: more magical became the room, and more perfectly the decorative expression of all Oxford stood for.





Cyril Connolly calls Sinister Street ‘an important bad book … the first of a long line of bad books, the novels of adolescence, autobiographical, romantic’.


Hertford’s version of Michael Fane’s ‘Chandos Society’ – one of whose meetings is being described in the passage above – was less glamorous. Waugh describes how ‘public-spirited men’ in the college would ask freshmen to tea to enlist them in ‘philanthropic and evangelistic work among hop-pickers’, or persuade them to join the League of Nations Union. He guys this at the conclusion of Decline and Fall; yet Paul Pennyfeather ‘liked the ugly, subdued little College’, and so in many ways did Evelyn. Unlike most colleges there was no compulsory chapel or roll-call early in the morning, so he could lie in bed late (‘I never attended chapel’). There was also an absence of extreme heartiness and anti-aestheticism: ‘No one was ever debagged or had his rooms wrecked…. It was a tolerant, civilized place.’


Life was not exactly luxurious. In order to take a bath, he had to cross the mock-Venetian ‘Bridge of Sighs’ that spanned New College Lane and descend to a steamy cellar. Lavatories were remote and few, but scouts (college servants) brought shaving-water to undergraduates’ rooms each morning and emptied their chamber-pots twice daily. They would also bring lunch and tea to order. Lunch was a ‘commons’ of bread, cheese and beer, ‘delicious little fresh-baked loaves’, recalls Waugh, ‘wedges of well-chosen, well-kept, English cheeses, bitter ale drawn from the cask in silver tankards’. Tea was dispensed from the buttery of the Junior Common Room, over which Evelyn had his rooms, ‘and my chief memory of the staircase is of the rattle of dish-covers on foggy afternoons and the smell of anchovy-toast and honey buns as the scouts filled their trays’.


Oxford in 1922 had not changed much since Arthur Waugh’s undergraduate days. There was no little competition for places; certain colleges, says Evelyn, harboured ‘aristocratic refugees from the examination system’ who had been admitted without having to take Responsions. Apart from North Oxford, already well established, the suburbs were only beginning to spread themselves, and the town was still surrounded by streams, meadows and hamlets. Few people possessed motor-cars, and the streets – says Waugh – were chiefly filled with ‘clergymen on bicycles’. Telephones were not in common use, and correspondence was written on crested cards and delivered by college messengers.


Eccentrics abounded, figures from the nineteenth century. Dr Spooner still reigned in New College, and Phelps, the Provost of Oriel, could be seen striding down the High in a black straw boater or heard beneath a window of the Provost’s Lodging as he hesitated before his daily cold bath, exhorting himself to ‘Be a man, Phelps, be a man!’ Even the younger generation of dons cultivated originality; for example R.M. Dawkins, Professor of Byzantine and Modern Greek, habitually clothed in thick black suits which he ordered by postcard from the general store of a small village in Northern Ireland, frequently advertised his presence with a cackling laugh that carried great distances, and when telling a funny story was known to slide beneath the table, hooting madly, completely overcome by mirth.


Evelyn had regarded Lancing as a challenge, and had won through by suppressing a large part of himself. He approached Oxford quite differently; it was time for a holiday, time to begin to lower his defences: ‘From the first I regarded Oxford as a place to be inhabited and enjoyed for itself. … I wanted to taste everything Oxford could offer and consume as much as I could hold.’ John Betjeman, arriving at Magdalen in 1925, felt exactly the same:








Privacy after years of public school;


Dignity after years of none at all –


First college rooms, a kingdom of my own;


What words of mine can tell my gratitude?


No wonder, looking back, I never worked.











No diary survives for Waugh’s Oxford years. Apparently he kept one for part of the time, but destroyed it because of what it contained. However, his letters give a clear picture of his early months. ‘I am very shy and a little lonely still but gradually settling down,’ he wrote to Dudley Carew at Lancing during his first term. ‘I feel I am going to be immoderately happy.’ And a little later in the term, also to Carew: ‘I don’t feel that I can tell you all about Oxford yet. Largely because I haven’t got it into full perspective. All I can say is that it is immensely beautiful and immensely different from anything I have seen written about it.’ And to Tom Driberg, also still at Lancing, about the middle of his first term: ‘I do not work and never go to Chapel.’


Quite apart from his determination to enjoy himself to the full, the subject he was supposed to be reading, Modern History, had no essential appeal to him; he had won his Hertford scholarship ‘on my English style’. Nor was he fortunate in his tutor. Charles Robert Mowbray Frazer Cruttwell had taken a double First and become a Fellow of All Souls before the war, and was an authority on the political history of the Rhineland. But this meant nothing to Evelyn, who assumed that Cruttwell was ‘obsessed’ with the subject solely because it concerned the territory towards which he had gazed from his wartime trench. Evelyn’s generation’s attitude to the Great War is evoked in Nancy Mitford’s first novel, where a young aesthete states to a returned soldier: ‘We haven’t exactly forgotten it, but it was never anything to do with us. It was your war and I hope you enjoyed it, that’s all.’


There is no doubt that ‘Crutters’ was a difficult character. Prone to rheumatic fever and the painful effects of a wartime leg-wound, he would confront eighteen-year-old freshmen with bursts of barrack-room language, and await reactions. Those who responded in kind became drinking-cronies; those who reacted timidly or with resentment earned permanent bad marks. Contemporaries variously report him as ‘charming’, ‘witty’, ‘erudite’, ‘foul-mouthed’, ‘ill-mannered’. His writing demonstrates a lack not merely of humour but of humanitarianism; his History of the Great War (1934), which became a standard work and is still consulted, displays almost no awareness of the appalling degree of suffering it chronicles. Confronted by the young Waugh, who had decided to do the minimum of work, Cruttwell snapped: ‘Damn you, you’re a scholar. If you can’t show industry I at least have some right to expect intelligence!’ (Evelyn had just translated the Latin verb eramus as ‘Erasmus’.) J.F. Roxburgh had treated his Sixth Form as if they were undergraduates; Cruttwell behaved to Evelyn as if he were dealing with a naughty schoolboy, thereby providing Evelyn with a further motive for idleness.


By his third term, relations with Cruttwell had almost been severed. Exasperated beyond endurance, Cruttwell refused to see Evelyn at all for a while, and there was a ‘blissful period’ in which ‘I was left without tutoring of any kind.’ Then he was handed over to a young don, T.S.R. Boase, who treated him politely, ‘but I did not learn very much from him’.


Indifference to academic work was common among undergraduates at this period. The syllabus had scarcely been reformed since the 1870s; the older dons seemed antediluvian, and the younger tended to be embittered veterans of the Western Front, who could not understand the deep impulse to frivolity – maybe a delayed reaction to the austerities of wartime – that moved so many of Evelyn’s contemporaries. In this atmosphere, it was definitely not the done thing for one undergraduate to ask another what subject he was reading. Enthusiasm was only acceptable for sport, the OUDS, debates at the Union, and the various undergraduate magazines.


Evelyn set to work to find himself a place in this system. A second-year man at Hertford invited him to a lunch-party with the President of the Union and the editor of Isis, and soon Evelyn was active in both institutions. At first he met with no success in Union debates. ‘Mr Waugh appeared unaware of his audience,’ reported Isis of one of his first speeches from the floor of the house. Evelyn told Dudley Carew he had been ‘very nervous’. Then he began to discover a way of attracting attention.


The prevailing political climate at Oxford in 1922 was distinctly left of centre. Christopher Hollis, who became President of the Union during Evelyn’s time, says that ‘the general habit was to air liberal opinions’. In a Union debate during Evelyn’s first term, a motion supporting ‘The principles of Conservatism’ was heavily defeated. There was a small but active Communist Party, two of whose members had been sent down for publishing seditious literature just before Evelyn arrived – a disciplinary action which aroused widespread undergraduate protest. The Labour Party flourished, and numbered many able young men among its members. Extreme Tories were very much in the minority, and were branded ‘Die-Hards’.


Evelyn began to contemplate this political map. At Lancing he and his friends had sometimes posed as ‘Bolshevik’, but he quickly perceived that if he were to join one of the left-wing groups at Oxford he would ‘find the competition too hot’. Politics did not really interest him; he ‘never read’ the political pages of the newspapers, but some sort of political stance, preferably outrageous, would certainly help him at the Union.


The home of such Conservatism as existed in Oxford in 1922 was the Carlton Club, which had rooms in George Street and aspired, with some success, to the atmosphere of Pall Mall. It was an elegant place to sit and write letters, and sip one’s drink as the more industrious folk hurried past the window to lectures. There was also the Chatham, a Tory dining club which met in members’ college rooms and drank mulled claret; before each meeting a bank messenger would bring from the vaults the Society’s own silver – candlesticks, snuff box, cigar box and loving cup. Evelyn found this more appealing than the company of earnest men at Hertford who discussed the League of Nations over cups of tea. Moreover he knew the rudiments of Conservatism from his father, who, though he claimed never to vote, was a perfect specimen of an English reactionary.


Evelyn joined the Carlton Club, was invited to attend the Chatham, and by his second term at the Union was citing proofs that ‘Socialism is undesirable.’ By his third term he was describing himself as a Die-Hard; by his fourth he was uttering what Cherwell, the other principal undergraduate paper, called some of the most outrageous reactionary sentiments the Union had ever heard. They treated him (as he had intended) as a comic turn, and his speeches were reported humorously but with a distinct air of appreciation.


Comedy got him into print as well. Isis had plenty of reporters but few illustrators, so he decided to offer the editor caricatures. He now had a serious ambition ‘to draw, decorate, design and illustrate’, and he had begun to make comic drawings of other boys at Lancing. When these were widely praised, even by Roxburgh, he announced in his diary that he would ‘forswear script and take to caricature’.


Punch and Max Beerbohm both offered stylistic models, but Evelyn decided instead to adopt the woodcut-style, as favoured by his hero Eric Gill and by Gill’s friend Lovat Fraser. (Anthony Powell had also developed an enthusiasm for Fraser.) One of Evelyn’s first caricatures published in Isis, on 14 June 1922, is in this style, and portrays a plump don waving an enormous pipe while he talks. His identity can be guessed from Evelyn’s description of Cruttwell:




He smoked a pipe which was usually attached to his blubber-lips by a thread of slime. As he removed the stem, waving it to emphasize his indistinct speech, this glittering connection extended until it finally broke leaving a dribble on his chin. When he spoke to me I found myself so distracted by the speculation of how far this line could be attenuated that I was often inattentive to his words.





Eighteen months later, Evelyn supplied Cherwell with a series of blackly comic drawings depicting a modern Seven Deadly Sins. His selection of sins was idiosyncratic. The drawings portrayed ‘The Intolerable Wickedness of Him who Drinks Alone’, ‘The Horrid Sacrilege of those that Ill-Treat Books’, ‘The Wanton Ways of those that Corrupt the Very Young’, ‘The Hideous Habit of Marrying Negroes’, ‘That Dull, Old Sin Adultery’, ‘The Grave Discourtesy of Such a Man as will Beat his Host’s Servant’ and ‘That Grim Act Parricide’. This last drawing showed a young man about to shoot his father.




*





Evelyn’s first friendship at Oxford was with Terence Greenidge, the second-year Hertford man who had introduced him to the editor of Isis and the President of the Union. Greenidge was an Old Rugbeian with some pretence to conventionality – he was an enthusiastic classicist who ran regularly on the University track – but he was thoroughly unkempt in appearance and eccentric in habits. He objected to waste paper in the gutters, and would pick it up and put it in his pockets. He also pocketed objects which took his fancy, such as other men’s hairbrushes, and these he would secrete in nests behind the books in the college library.


Evelyn was especially taken by Greenidge’s habit of inventing soubriquets or epithets for individuals who caught his attention. Roger Fulford, who had come up from Lancing to Worcester College and had taken to wearing pince-nez, was christened ‘Subman’. The night porter at Hertford was dubbed ‘Midnight Badger’. Another Lancing contemporary of Waugh’s, who refused an invitation to bread and cheese because he preferred a cooked meal at midday, became ‘Hotlunch’. And most memorably – though this seems to have been a Waugh–Greenidge collaboration – a certain scholar of Balliol became ‘Philbrick the Flagellant’. Christopher Hollis explains that F.A. Philbrick:




was an able but indiscreet scholar who had confessed, or was alleged to have confessed, that at school he had derived pleasure from the beating of smaller boys. Evelyn had got hold of this story and very mischievously spread all round the University the tale that Philbrick was an unbridled sadist.





This game with nicknames was a kind of verbal caricaturing, the selection of one characteristic and its enlargement to the exclusion of everything else. It became Waugh’s principal method of comic character-drawing in his novels. The use of the name Philbrick in Decline and Fall is an appropriate tribute to Greenidge for helping him to discover it.*


Greenidge showed, too, that it was possible to extend such joking into the realms of pure fantasy. One day in a tutorial or lecture, Cruttwell made the remark: ‘Of course a dog cannot have rights.’ Evelyn and Greenidge, discussing this afterwards, hazarded the notion that the man must wish to violate the creatures sexually – why else should he have said it? – and indeed was probably in the habit of doing so nightly. Evelyn, when drunk, was subsequently heard shouting across the quadrangle:
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