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I do not have the least pretension to ‘appear before God, book in hand’, declaring myself the ‘best of men’, nor to write ‘confessions’. I shall tell only what I wish to tell; and the reader who refuses me in his absolution must needs be harsh to the point of unorthodoxy for I will admit none but venial sins.


Hector Berlioz, Memoirs, 1848        
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Bad John





A review by Alan Bennett of A Better Class of Person



One of John Osborne’s Thoughts for 1954: ‘The urge to please above all. I don’t have it and can’t achieve it. A small thing but more or less mine own.’ This book does please and has pleased. It is immensely enjoyable, is written with great gusto, and Osborne has had better notices for it than for any of his plays since Inadmissible Evidence.


Books are safer than plays, of course, because (unless one is a monk at lunch) reading is a solitary activity. A play is a public event where, all too often these days, for the middle-class playgoer, embarrassment rules, oh dear. Especially where Osborne is concerned. Nor does reading his book carry with it the occupational hazards of seeing his plays, such as finding the redoubtable Lady Redgrave looming over one ready to box one’s ears, as she did to a vociferous member of the audience at A Sense of Detachment. The book as a form is safe, even cosy, and I suspect that critics, who have given Osborne such a consistently hard time for so long, heaved a sigh of relief at this autobiography, since it was something, to quote another John’s spoof of Dorothy L. Sayers, ‘to be read behind closed doors’. Though without necessarily taking Orton’s other piece of advice – namely to ‘have a good shit while reading it’.


Osborne, like Orton, had a bleak childhood (or would like us to think so). Both had weak chests, and both spent a brief period learning shorthand at Clark’s Colleges. There the resemblance ends. At the outset of his career Orton changed his name from John to Joe, lest the public confuse him with Osborne – and tar him with the same brush. For Joe, unlike John, did very much want to please. But do playgoers mind very much if they’re pleased? I never do. Boredom is my great terror. ‘All I hope is that the dog hasn’t been sick in the car’ is the epitaph on too many a wearisome evening in the theatre. I have never been bored by Osborne – well, by Bill Maitland a little, but that was meant. I often disagree with his plays, but I invariably find his tone of voice, however hectoring, much more sympathetic than the rage or the patronizing ‘Oh dear, he’s at it again’ he still manages to provoke in an audience. (At Brighton, the stage carpenter used to greet him in mock-despair: ‘Oh blimey, it’s not you again!’). I actually enjoyed the frozen embarrassment of the glittering house that packed the Lyttelton when his Watch it Come Down opened the National Theatre, and at A Sense of Detachment was told off for laughing too much (or laughing at all) at the catalogue of pornographic films, recited in nun-like tones by the said Lady Redgrave, her title an important ingredient of the audience’s resentment, their fury fuelled by a touch of class.


Osborne thinks those days are past: ‘Most of my work in the theatre has, at some time, lurched head on into the milling tattoo of clanging seats and often quite beefy booing. The sound of baying from dinner-jacketed patrons in the stalls used to be especially sweet. Nowadays one is merely attacked by a storm cloud of pot and BO.’ Another way of saying that the audience is (Gr-rr-r) young.


It’s hard to see who made Osborne a writer. In working-class childhoods the Curtis Brown role generally falls to the mother, but not apparently in this case. A colleague of his mother’s, Cheffie, cast him as a future ‘thousand-a-year man’. This was in Surrey in the forties. In much the same class and period in the North aspirations were approximately half this. My mother thought £10 a week the salary of a successful man in the profession she had picked out for me, the unlikely one of ‘gentleman farmer’. Osborne’s mother had no aspirations for him at all: ‘My mother always made it clear to me that my place in the world was unlikely ever to differ from her own.’ Nellie Beatrice was a barmaid, almost an itinerant one she changed her job (and their accommodation) so often – thirty or forty times during the first seventeen years of the boy’s life. Flitting flats, changing schools: Osborne’s life was like a rep long before he became an actor.


The name Nellie Beatrice seems odd. It took me some time to get used to the fact that this was his mother, not his aunt. It is an aunt’s name, and, according to him, an aunt was pretty much what she was – unsmiling, given to sulks and Black Looks, not at all the jovial lady smiling, if Osborne is to be believed, an almost unique smile in her picture. Other people’s mothers are always easier to swallow than one’s own, and Nellie Beatrice is funnier than her son will allow. He conned her into going to see him in Hamlet: ‘I’ve seen it before,’ she remarked to her companion. ‘He dies in the end.’ Osborne lovingly records her make-up:




Her lips were a scarlet-black sliver, covered in some sticky slime named Tahiti or Taboo … She had a cream base called Crème Simone, always covered up with a face powder called Tokalon … topped off by a kind of knickerbocker glory of rouge, which … looked like a mixture of blackcurrant juice and brick dust. The final coup was an overgenerous dab of Californian Poppy, known to schoolboys as ‘fleur des dustbins’.





She lives on, Mrs Osborne, ‘hell-bent’ on reaching her century.


Osborne’s father, Godfrey, was the more sensitive of the two, living apart from his mother, though Osborne does not remember why (‘I have a vague remembrance of them hitting each other’). A copywriter in an advertising agency, he died of consumption when John was about twelve. (I say ‘about’ because dates are quite hard to come by in this book: nowhere, for instance, is Osborne’s date of birth plainly stated.) His father came home to die at Christmas 1939:




I was sitting in the kitchen reading … when I heard my mother scream from the foot of the uncarpeted staircase. I ran to see what was happening and stared up to the landing where my father was standing. He was completely naked with his silver hair and grey, black and red beard. He looked like a naked Christ. ‘Look at him!’ she screamed. ‘Oh, my God, he’s gone blind.’ He stood quite still for a moment and then fell headlong down the stairs on top of us. Between us we carried him upstairs. She was right. He had gone blind.





This gentle wraith had some literary ambitions, writing short stories, two of which his son submitted as his own work when taking a correspondence course at the British Institute of Fiction Writing Science. The stories were extravagantly praised, but when Osborne started his own work the reaction quickly became ‘reproachful, impatient and eventually ill-used and sorrowful’. It’s a progression he must have got used to since. But if one were to ask (as presumably his multitudinous relatives did and do ask), ‘Who is it Osborne “takes after”’ or ‘Where does he get his brains from?’ then I imagine it is his father who would take the credit. His father was born on 8 May 1900. And it was on 8 May 1956 that Look Back in Anger opened at the Royal Court. Osborne notes that it is the one unforgettable feast in his calendar.


I generally assume that childhoods more or less ended with the First World War – halcyon childhoods certainly – and that most of them since have been the ‘forgotten boredom’ of Larkin’s poem ‘Coming’. Anyone born after 1940 got the Utility version, childhood according to the Authorized Economy Standard. But Osborne (unexpectedly) seems to have had a childhood of Dickensian richness and oddity, divided between his mother’s relations, ‘the Grove Family Repertory’, based in Fulham, and his father’s, who made up ‘the Tottenham Crowd’. There are relatives and relatives of relatives, and Osborne remembers them all, together with their small claims to fame: his grandfather’s Uncle Arthur, ‘said to be a director of Abdulla’ (of ‘cigarettes by’); his grandmother’s sister, ‘Auntie Min’, whose life revolved round milk bottles; her husband, Uncle Harry, with his ferocious cockatoo. His great-grandmother, Grandma Ell, was laid out in the front parlour. The undertaker, who doubled as her son, Osborne’s great-uncle Lod (the names!), lifted up the baby John to see his aged forebear lying in her coffin ‘in what seemed unthinkable luxury’. Another uncle threw himself under a tube train en route for the cobblers, and a grandma chucked Marie Lloyd out of the pub she ran, the Duncannon, off St Martin’s Lane, with the first lady of the music-hall screaming, ‘Don’t you fucking well talk to me! I’ve just left your old man after a weekend in Brighton.’ All these, not to mention a strong supporting cast that features a proper quota of nancies and at least one of what in our family used to be referred to as ‘them man-women’. ‘Oh,’ one is tempted to exclaim with the Radlett children, ‘the bliss of being you!’ Or at any rate the bliss of being him now, remembering (and being able to remember) it all. Of course, it wasn’t much fun at the time. ‘There was no cachet in youth at that time. One was merely a failed adult. I sought the company of people like my grandparents and great aunts and uncles: they were infinitely more interesting. And I was an eager and attentive listener.’


I said his childhood was ‘unexpectedly’ rich, because to date there’s not much hint of it in his work. He quotes examples from The Entertainer and Hotel in Amsterdam that draw directly on members of his family, but not much of the personnel or atmosphere of his childhood has hitherto found its way into his plays, even on television. Speaking as one who has recycled his only two serviceable aunts so often in dramatic form they’ve long since lost all feature or flavour, I’m sure his restraint is to be commended.


When he does start drawing on his later experience for the plays, it’s nice to find that the relation between Art and Life doesn’t unduly exercise him. In this narrative the real become the fictional almost in mid-sentence: characters are dragged struggling out of Life, allowed a quick visit to Wardrobe before being shoved breathless on to the stage. And no Brideshead rubbish about ‘I am not I: thou art not he or she: they are not they.’ His first wife, Pamela Lane, becomes Alison at her ironing-board, and her hapless parents leap on to the stage with her. She is she: they are they: and he himself makes no bones about coming on as Jimmy Porter – in 1956 anyway. Newspapers won’t believe he’s come on as anything else since.


Much of his childhood was spent in the more run-down bits of suburban Surrey, with spells at umpteen schools where he grew to expect to get beaten up as a matter of course on the first day. He was sent away to school at various times because of his health, the bills being paid by the Benevolent Society that had looked after his father. The account of the cold convalescent home in Dorset where he was sent at the end of 1942 makes grim reading, but for all that he doesn’t come over as ever having been desperately unhappy in the way sensitive boys sent away to school are supposed to be (if they have an eye on Art, that is). One has no sense of his looking for affection, though there is a beautiful account of his friendship with a self-assured and decidedly eccentric boy, Mickey Wall. ‘When he introduced me to his sister, Edna, a nice but slightly irritable nineteen-year-old, she was bending over the fire grate. “This is my sister, Edna,” he said … I was prepared to be impressed both by her seniority and attractive appearance, but not for his comment. “Hasn’t she got a big arse?” he said thoughtfully.’


There is something of Richmal Crompton’s William (and his more than slightly irritable sister Ethel) about Mickey Wall, and also of Saki’s Bassington – a boy too self-assured and finished ever to turn into an adult. I’ve no doubt there will be some research student, maybe one of those paid-up, card-carrying members of the London Library that figure on Osborne’s hit list, who will one day sift the plays for evidences of Wall. But on to sex.


Convalescing in Cornwall after an operation for appendicitis, he finds himself alone on a beach. ‘I took off my bathing suit and began to cauterize my appendicitis wound with a stick, rather like a crayon, which I had been given for this purpose. It was six months since my operation but my scar had refused to heal and was still partially open with patches of wormy flesh protruding from it.’ The naked Osborne, poking away at his stomach, is espied by a handsome middle-aged man sunbathing in the next cove. He turns out to be a writer and asks him back to his cottage. They drink china tea out of nice cups, listen to a record of Arthur Bliss’s Miracle in the Gorbals and the author, J. Wood Palmer (that initial says it all), suggests Osborne stay the night. At the same time, he cheerfully warns our hero that a bit of the other is quite likely to be on the cards. Exit the author of A Patriot for Me, hot and confused. But the scar, the writer, the nice cups make it all straight out of the last writer one would ever associate with Osborne – Denton Welch.


Mind you, this sort of thing is always happening to him. He’s able to drop his guard temporarily during a brief (and glorious) stint as a reporter on Gas World – not, one imagines, the most epicene of periodicals – but no sooner does he give up journalism than the word goes round and the forces of pederasty are on the qui vive. No rep does he join but at the first read-through the resident Mr Roving Hands is giving him the glad eye. One is even observed fumbling him under a café table by a private detective specially hired (in Minehead!) by his fiancée’s parents. Nothing ever comes of these approaches, despite the assertions of colleagues like Gerald at Ilfracombe that ‘I didn’t know what I wanted’. Osborne knew what he wanted all right, and he’d been wanting it for years.


‘Sex was the most unobtainable luxury in the winter of our post-war austerity.’ What passed for sex in 1947 was ‘a few snatched pelvic felicities during the quickstep, what I came later to know as a Dry Fuck on the Floor’. For the boy who, at school, did not know what a twat was, opportunity finally knocked in Llandudno, on tour with an actress called Stella. Knocked and knocked and knocked. He was nineteen, and to read back from Art to Life (A Sense of Detachment again), he ‘could do it nine times in the morning’. And, what is nice, five wives later he still thinks it a very worthwhile activity. ‘If I were to choose a way to die it would be after a drunken, fish-eating day, ending up at the end of the Palace pier … To shudder one’s last, thrusting, replete gasp between the sheets at four and six o’clock in Brighton would be the most perfect last earthly delight.’ Even this last, putative, fuck is due for a matinée performance.


Little mothered but much married, Osborne has a complicated relationship to the opposite sex, pointed up by a happy printer’s error. For his first performance with Stella he had invested in a pair of yellow poplin pyjamas from Simpson’s. Stella, however, jumped the gun and ‘began to make love to me with alarming speed, but I was still sober and self-conscious enough to insist on going to my own room to get my pymamas.’ Once in his ‘pymamas’, he came back to bed and Stella, and burst into tears. It was some considerable time before he ceased crying, took off the pymamas and got down to the serious business of sexual intercourse.


This is a lovely book. It has jokes (‘Handing over the Hoover to my mother was like distributing highly sophisticated nuclear weapons to an underdeveloped African nation’). It is not mellow. And it constantly brings alive that remotest of periods, the recent past.


 


Alan Bennett. First published in London Review of Books,


Vol. 3, Issue 22/23, 3–16 December 1981.



















A Lifelong Satirist of Prigs and Puritans





David Hare’s eulogy for John Osborne, given at his memorial service in London


2 June 1995




‘I’ve an idea. Why don’t we have a little game? Let’s pretend that we’re human beings and that we’re actually alive. Just for a while. What do you say? Let’s pretend we’re human.’





It took the author’s sudden death last Christmas and his burial in a Shropshire churchyard, just a few miles from the blissful house he shared with his beloved Helen, to wake his own country into some kind of just appreciation of what they had lost. It is impossible to speak of John without using the word ‘England’. He had, in some sense, made the word his own. Yet it is no secret that latterly John had imagined the local eclipse of fashion that is inevitable in his profession to be sharper and more hurtful than ever before.


However, in the flood of heartfelt and often guilty appreciation which followed on his death, he would have been astonished to see publicly acknowledged what he most surely knew all along: that the world is full of people who feel strangely rebuked by those who dare to live far freer, more fearless, even more reckless lives than the ones we are able to lead ourselves. Of all human freedoms the most contentious is the freedom not to fear what people will think of you. It still shocks people when you claim the right to hate with the same openness with which you love. But even the stage carpenter at the Theatre Royal, Brighton, who liked regularly to greet the visit of each of John’s plays with the words ‘Oh, blimey, not you again’, would have admitted that the man who wrote ‘Don’t be afraid of being emotional. You won’t die of it’ had all along been possessed of an enviable courage.


‘It’s deep honesty which distinguishes a gentleman,’ he wrote on one occasion. ‘He knows how to revel in life and have no expectations – and fear death at all times.’ On another: ‘I have been upbraided constantly for a crude, almost animal inability to dissemble.’ Or, as his mother, the famous Nellie Beatrice, put it, after watching him act: ‘Well, he certainly puts a lot into it. Poor kid.’


Central to any understanding of John’s extraordinary life – five marriages, twenty-one stage plays and more flash clothes than anyone can count – is the striking disparity between his popular reputation as a snarling malcontent, the founding member of the Viper Gang Club, and the generous, free-spirited man that most of us in this church knew and loved. What he called his ‘beholden duty to kick against the pricks’ concealed from public view a man whom we all adored as an incomparable host, an endlessly witty and caring friend and one of the best prospects for gossip and enchantment I have ever met in my life.


He had, in Dirk Bogarde’s happy phrase, a matchless gift for ‘uncluttered friendship’. His postcards alone were worth living for. To a man writing from America to ask him the meaning of life, his typically courteous reply ran, in whole: ‘Wish I could help you with the meaning of life. J.O.’ To me, a colleague consoling him on some routine professional humiliation, he wrote from his beautiful home: ‘Never mind. I lift my eyes to the blue remembered hills, and they call back: “Shove off.”’ To an Australian student, astonished to get an answer to his card saying he wanted to be a playwright: ‘All I can say is trust your own judgment. Don’t be discouraged by anyone. The only ally you will have is yourself.’


It is hardly surprising that right until the end of his life students and young people continued to write to him. The whole world knew that it was John who established the idea that it would be to the stage that people would look for some sort of recognizable portrait of their own lives. It would not be from this country’s then weedy novels, nor from its still shallow and mendacious journalism that people would expect strong feeling or strong intelligence, but from its often clumsy, untutored living theatre. Free from the highbrow pieties of the university on one side, and from the crassness of what came to be called the media on the other, the theatre alone could celebrate John’s approved qualities of joy and curiosity. It could also affront his deadly enemy, opinion.


And for many years, ridiculously, this central claim of John’s, his ruling belief in the theatre’s unique eloquence held and kept its authority. ‘On that stage,’ he said, of the little space behind the proscenium arch at the Royal Court Theatre, ‘you can do anything.’ John knocked down the door and a whole generation of playwrights came piling through, many of them not even acknowledging him as they came, and a good half of them not noticing that the vibrant tone of indignation they could not wait to imitate was, in John’s case, achieved only through an equally formidable measure of literary skill.


John was too sensible a man to make extravagant claims for what he achieved. He knew better than anyone that the so-called revolution attributed to him was on the surface only. The counter-revolutionary enemy was waiting, preparing to send relentless waves of boulevard comedies, stupid thrillers and life-threatening musicals over the top, in order to ensure that the authenticity and originality of John’s work would remain the exception rather than the rule. Nobody understood the tackiness of the theatre better than John. After all, he had played Hamlet on Hayling Island, not so much, he said, as the Prince of Denmark, as more like a leering milkman from Denmark Hill. Yet behind him there remains the true legend of a man who for some brief period burnished the theatre’s reputation with the dazzle of his rhetoric.


‘I love him,’ he wrote of Max Miller, ‘because he embodied a kind of theatre I admire most. “Mary from the Dairy” was an overture to the danger that [Max] might go too far. Whenever anyone tells me that a scene or a line in a play of mine goes too far in some way then I know my instinct has been functioning as it should. When such people tell you that a particular passage makes the audience uneasy or restless, then they seem (to me) as cautious and absurd as landladies and girls-who-won’t.’


There is in everything John writes a love for the texture of real life, a reminder of real pleasures and real pains. ‘I never,’ he wrote in what I once claimed was his most characteristic statement, ‘had lunch in Brighton without wanting to take a woman to bed in the afternoon.’ When he heard that my own theatre company, Joint Stock, had gone on a mass outing to Epsom races to research a play about Derby Day, his scorn was terrifying. He said that when he was a young actor everyone he knew went to the Derby anyway, to enjoy it, not to bloody well research it.


It is fashionably said of John’s work that he experienced a decline in the last twenty years of his life. There was nothing he resented more in later years than being asked what he was writing at the moment. Nobody, he said, asked an accountant whose accounts they were doing at the moment. Nor indeed did they ask, ‘Done any accounting lately?’ As he himself remarked, it is invariably those who have detested or distrusted your work from the outset who complain most vehemently of their sense of betrayed disappointment at your subsequent efforts.


Yet in making this familiar observation critics ignore or take for granted the two outstanding volumes of autobiography, which prove – if proof were needed – that his celebrated gift for analysing the shortcomings of others was as nothing to his forensic capacity for making comedy from his own failings. If he could be hard on others, he could be almost religiously brutal on himself. They also omit to mention what it was John declined from: a ten-year period, the last ten years of his great friend George Devine’s life, in which he wrote Look Back in Anger, The Entertainer, A Patriot for Me, Luther and Inadmissible Evidence. Oh, yes, John Osborne declined. He declined in the sense that an unparalleled, mid-century period of dramatic brilliance remains precisely that. Unparalleled.


‘A real pro is a real man, all he needs is an old backcloth behind him and he can hold them on his own for half an hour. He’s like the general run of people, only he’s a lot more like them than they are themselves, if you understand me.’


The words are Billy Rice’s, and yet they apply as much to John – more like us than we are ourselves, if you understand me – as to any music-hall comedian.


‘Oh, heavens, how I long for a little ordinary human enthusiasm. Just enthusiasm – that’s all. I want to hear a warm, thrilling voice cry out “Hallelujah! Hallelujah. I’m alive!”’


It is, if you like, the final irony that John’s governing love was for a country which is, to say the least, distrustful of those who seem to be both clever and passionate. There is in English public life an implicit assumption that the head and the heart are in some sort of opposition. If someone is clever, they get labelled cold. If they are emotional, they get labelled stupid. Nothing bewilders the English more than someone who exhibits great feeling and great intelligence. When, as in John’s case, a person is abundant in both, the English response is to take in the washing and bolt the back door.


John Osborne devoted his life to trying to forge some sort of connection between the acuteness of his mind and the extraordinary power of his heart. ‘To be tentative was beyond me. It usually is.’ That is why this Christian leaves behind him friends and enemies, detractors and admirers. A lifelong satirist of prigs and puritans, whether of the Right or of the Left, he took no hostages, expecting from other people the same unyielding, unflinching commitment to their own view of the truth which he took for granted in his own. Of all British playwrights of the twentieth century he is the one who risked most. And, risking most, frequently offered the most rewards.


For many of us life will never be quite the same without the sight of that fabulous whiskered grin, glimpsed from across the room. Then John heading towards us, fierce, passionate and fun.


 


David Hare. First published in The Spectator, 10 June 1995.
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A Better Class of Person


1929–1956

























To Helen

























1. No Pride in Real Gentry





May 8th is the one unforgettable feast in my calendar. My father, Thomas Godfrey Osborne, was born in Newport, Monmouthshire, on May 8th. Had he lived he would now be the age of the century. The Second World War ended on 8 May 1945, a date which now passes as unremembered as 4 August 1914. On 8 May 1956, my first play to be produced in London, Look Back in Anger, had its opening at the Royal Court Theatre. This last particular date seems to have become fixed in the memories of theatrical historians.


In the summer of 1938 my father was compelled to give up his job through ill-health. He was a copywriter in an advertising agency in Shoe Lane, right beside the Daily Express. I was not sure what a copywriter was as my mother always insisted that he was an ‘artist’. He had been given an imitation-oak clock and twenty pounds, which he spent taking us to his favourite seaside resort, Margate. A few weeks later the three of us stood on the Continental platform at Victoria Station waiting for the train to leave to take him on his way to a sanatorium in Menton. We stood there, in the way of these lifetime farewells, each impatient to see it over quickly. My mother was biting her long-gone finger nails, dressed in one of her all-one-colour ‘rig-outs’. He leant out of the railway carriage, gave me a ten-shilling note and said, ‘Take your mother to the pictures, son, and then go to Lyons Corner House.’ The train drew out, and his head soon vanished into the carriage. Even I knew that the trappings of glamorous departure were taking him to an exile of pain of some sort and little hope or comfort whatsoever. My mother and I went to Lyons Corner House and then to a West End cinema for the first time, the newly opened Warner in Leicester Square. The film was The Adventures of Robin Hood with Errol Flynn. It banished the sight of my father’s disappearing head for the rest of the day and some of the next.


I forget faces quickly, often alarmingly so. The images of people with whom I have spent long, intimate months, years even, become easily blurred, almost as if a deliberate act of censoring evasion takes place either through me or by some strange agency. But my father’s appearance, even at this remove of forty years, is as clear as if I had seen him only a week ago.


His hair was almost completely white (at this time he would have been thirty-eight), but it had been that colour since he was in his early twenties. His skin was extremely pale, almost transparent. He had the whitest hands I think I have ever seen; Shalimar hands he called them. (‘Pale hands I love beside the Lethe waters’, of Shalimar. It was one of his favourite Sunday ballads.) The fingers were very long and, in contrast to the whiteness of the rest of the hand, the tips of every one were stained burnt ochre from years of Players Pleasing. His suit – as I remember he had only one, blue-striped suit – was usually unpressed but he was meticulous about the state of his cuffs and particularly his collars. The rest of his costume was unvariable: a rather greasy bowler hat and a mac which, on his insistence, was never sent to the cleaners although my mother once threw it, to his distress, into the dustbin. The edges of the collar and sleeves were an ingrained, shiny, mourning black, but his papery shoes were always brightly polished. In all, he must have seemed a little like a Welsh-sounding, prurient, reticent investigator of sorts from a small provincial town.




‘As each of us looks back into his or her past, doors open upon darkness.’


E. M. Forster





In an essay on racial purity, Forster puts down this challenge:




Can you give the names of your eight great-grandparents?


The betting is at least eight to one against. The Royal Family could, some aristocrats could, and so could a few yeomen who have lived undisturbed in a quiet corner of England for a couple of hundred years. But most of the people I know (and probably most of the people who read these words) will fail.


… Two doors at first – the father and the mother – through each of these two more, then the eight great-grandparents, the sixteen great-greats, then thirty-two ancestors … sixty-four … one hundred and twenty-eight … until the researcher reels.


‘Racial Exercise’, 1939





Most of the detail of my family background comes from hearsay. From dropped remarks, endlessly repeated anecdote, a roundabout of jokes, songs, moral stories, hints, gossip, conspiracies, implication, hymns. Just as children demand your instant familiarity with what is known only to them, you were expected at an early age to be able to identify members of the family – on both sides – even the dead. There were dark places in the filial landscape where figures would appear in a blazing memory of innuendo. This was especially so with my father’s family, the Osbornes. There were my grandfather’s brothers, all thrashed regularly with a cane in their night-shirts by my great-grandmother. A widow, with four sons, she seemed to have come from what my mother called ‘moneyed people’. ‘There’s no pride in real gentry,’ she’d say. My great-grandmother was clearly proud, not Gentry but definitely Trade.


I spent years of unforced, curious listening in my boyhood, trying to establish hard details about what any of them actually did or were, but information was difficult to come by. It was rather like saying to a singer of ancient ballads, ‘Yes, but what were the real facts?’ Their memories were fixed in a chain of images, scraps of conversations, swift allusions to people or occasions which were dangled before you in the deft way of someone who has access to things you will never know nor understand. They were enjoined to their own past and a little with the present, in so far as it affected their comfort and prospect. Recall was minute, examination perfunctory. They were like actors in a long run. The past held little mystery, the present only passing interest. As for the future, it was something to be dismissed with some holy satisfaction. ‘I shan’t be here to see it.’


Throughout my childhood no adult ever addressed a question to me. When I was at boarding school, when I went out to work, until the day she died when I was thirty, my father’s mother never once asked me anything about myself. I think she had a glancing fondness for me. If I volunteered information, she would smile a thin winter of contempt and say nothing. Or change the subject firmly. To how well my cousin Tony was doing at Sandhurst. How her niece Jill was engaged to such a nice young man. Who had been to Blundells School and had a very high position in Lloyds Bank in Lombard Street. I was convinced that her dismissive smile was aimed only to chill my father’s coffin yet again.



















2. Uncalled-for Remarks







PHOEBE: I remember once my Mum promised to take us kids to the pantomime, and then something happened, she couldn’t take us. I don’t know what it was, she didn’t have the money I expect. You could sit up in the gallery then for sixpence. Poor old Mum – she took us later, but it didn’t seem the same to me. I was too disappointed. I’d been thinking about that pantomime for weeks. You shouldn’t build things up. You’re always disappointed really. That’s Archie’s trouble. He always builds everything up. And it never turns out.


The Entertainer, 1957





Fulham Palace Road was the first identifiable landscape of my life. A lady to whom I was once married described me without humour or affection as a Welsh Fulham upstart. I must say that I didn’t mind the description at all. For one thing, it seemed accurate enough even if meant unkindly.


Fulham in the 1930s was a dismal district. It sprawled roughly across an area, at least as far as my territory was concerned, from Hammersmith to Chelsea to Walham Green – as it was then called, it is now Fulham Broadway – to Putney Bridge at the other end. It was full of pubs, convents, second-hand clothes shops, bagwash laundries and pawnbrokers. Everything seemed very broken down.


I was born at Number 2 Crookham Road off the Dawes Road, which is between Lillie Road and Fulham Broadway. Even today, with the odd Italian restaurant and boutique, the area is gloomy and uninteresting. The boundaries of my earliest territory extended from Hammersmith Broadway with its clattering trams and drunken Irishmen to the Fulham Palace Road, a long road leading to Putney Bridge. On the left there is a huge cemetery (containing first my sister and then my father), a stonemason’s scrapyard of broken tombstones and dead daffodils in milk bottles. It stretches as far as Fulham Broadway, where my mother would walk past my sister’s grave on her way to pay the bill at the Gas, Light and Coke Company and my father took me to the old Granville Theatre or dropped in at Lyons for his favourite black coffee and brown bread and butter on the way to his regular visits to Brompton Hospital.


On the right of Fulham Palace Road is a succession of identical streets, Victorian terraced houses with strange little gnarled cigar stubs of trees lining the pavements. A most depressing red-brick church stands on the right and here, in Harbord Street, my mother’s mother – Grandma Grove – lived for some forty years. When I last visited this street it was to go to a party given by a successful young actor. He had just moved into a house a few doors away from where my grandmother had lived for so many years. He is very like most of his neighbours who now live in that resolutely unprepossessing area, backing as it does on to the Fulham Football Ground and Bishop’s Park, which still has a little green Victorian bandstand. My mother, living apart from my father, and I lodged in a succession of digs in some seven or eight streets by the Fulham bank of the Thames: Harbord Street, Finlay Street, Ellerby Street, Donerail Street. She was always moving because the house was ‘a dead-and-alive hole’, and she would inevitably have had a row with the landlady.


The actor’s house was just round the corner from my first school, Finlay Road Infants, where, as was my experience at every new school, I was casually beaten up in the playground on the first day. The actor had paid £15,000 for it. My grandmother paid eight shillings a week rent. She had no bathroom. The corridor from the front door into the kitchen was cold and gloomy and covered in a very metallic claret and gold linoleum. I could just make out the inscription on the wall of an illuminated address presented to my grandfather: ‘To William Crawford Grove with All Best wishes and Gratitude from all His Customers at the Marquis of Granby, Peckham Rye.’ The front parlour was even less inviting, looking on to Harbord Street with the blank walls of the Football Ground visible at the far end and tall cranes from the barges stooping over them like iron giraffes. Sometimes, when I was staying there, I would have to sleep in this alarming room with its musty smell of a disused sanctuary for small animals. On the wall above the mantelpiece was a picture of my grandfather’s Uncle Arthur. It looked rather like a Gothic Spy cartoon. He was regarded with great respect by the family and was said to be a director of Abdulla cigarettes.


My grandfather’s background was fairly misty, like the rest. He claimed that he and his brother had gone to Dulwich College. Whether it was true or not I don’t know. My grandmother might or might not have told me. Below Uncle Arthur’s picture was a gilt ornamental clock in a glass case and, beside this, photographs of soldiers with fierce moustaches, relatives too, possibly. There were lace mats everywhere, an aspidistra in the window, which was shrouded with heavy lace curtains keeping out what little light ever filtered in from the cold length of Harbord Street. The dining-room was a different matter. Although it was shrouded in the same curtains, it hardly mattered as there was no light to come through from the view of the wall of the house next door and electricity burned all the winter and summer. The table in the centre was cheerfully lit with a low red-tasselled lamp, the chairs were old and comfortable, particularly my grandfather’s which no one else ventured to sit in. The gas fire, with its saucer of water set before it, burned almost continuously, drinking innumerable shillings and coppers fed into it from a most imposing gas meter sited on the top of a cupboard. My grandmother, who was a tiny woman, fed this god by perching on a chair like a watchful acolyte. My grandfather would never have got up to do it, even if it went out when he was alone in the house. The scullery was a grey-green brown, the sort of thing one might associate with a Victorian mortuary. There was a bare table and, of course, a gas stove. The room was almost empty and scrubbed clean.


Grandma Grove’s past was shadowy, too. Her maiden name was Ell. Her relatives were referred to somewhat contemptuously as the Tottenham Crowd. It was hinted – as everything was hinted – that old Mr Ell was a Wesleyan minister. But, in the face of such theological vagueness and innuendo, it was impossible to establish anything beyond approximate truth about these matters. The Tottenham Crowd, or some of them, lived beside the fire station in a row of villas long since demolished. They were dominated by my grandmother’s eldest sister, Auntie Min. She was a very gloomy woman who appeared to spend much of her time collecting milk bottles, putting out milk bottles and complaining about the milkman. Her husband, Uncle Harry, was retired and had been a stoker in the Royal Navy. He said very little but was friendly enough, encouraging me to talk to his ferocious cockatoo. Then there was Grandma Ell, my great-grandmother, who was extremely old, something like a hundred. My mother’s family seem to achieve great age. My grandmother lived to be 103 and my own mother seems appropriately hell bent on a similar score.


Before my great-grandmother’s funeral, her coffin was placed in the middle of a table on trestles in the front parlour. On another table were the funeral baked meats of ham salad and sandwiches. One of her sons, Uncle Lod, was an undertaker. He was very tall, thin, taciturn and had a reputation for getting wildly drunk at the weekends and becoming involved in fights. It was he, I think, who lifted me up – I was four or five at the time – to look into the coffin where my great-grandmother lay in what seemed unthinkable luxury. Then there was Auntie Rose, who had the reputation of being some sort of ill-used beauty, but was very sullen and not very beautiful. She, too, had a husband who said very little, just like Uncle Harry. There was Uncle Henry, who, as far as I could make out, was Auntie Rose’s father. The same story about him was repeated to me like all my family’s anecdotes, and my mother’s in particular, endlessly. It seemed that he was a well-known musician in Tottenham and played the piano with such loudly proclaimed feeling that crowds used to assemble outside his house to hear him. In the evenings, policemen had to be called to disperse them. He was said to have been one of the resident conductors at the Crystal Palace. His story, which made clear that he was a mysteriously unhappy man, was that one evening his wife asked him if he would deliver the children’s shoes to be mended on his way to the Crystal Palace. He took them with him and they were later found on the line of the tube station. Uncle Henry had thrown himself in front of the train. No one ever questioned why he should have committed suicide in this way. The legend was enough.


Auntie Winnie, another of my grandmother’s sisters, lived and worked all her life in a north London hospital. She was friendlier than any of them and I can remember her always sitting with a glass of stout or port. Most of them did. She called everyone ‘mate’, men and women. I don’t know why it struck me as odd. She had very little hair and never married. Her affectionate nature didn’t seem to be returned by her sisters who dismissed her with, ‘Poor old Auntie Winn, she’ll never leave that place.’ No one made any effort to see that she might. They were all pushy in their way, tolerating one another peevishly rather than having any actual exchange of feelings. If one of them died, fell ill or short of money it was something to be talked about rather than experienced in common. It was as if they felt obliged to live within the literal confines of their emotional circumstances. The outlet for friendship or conviviality was narrow in spite of the drunken commiseration, endless ports and pints of beer and gin and Its. This may in part explain my mother’s stillborn spontaneity and consistent calculation that affection had only to be bought or repaid in the commonest coinage. ‘He doesn’t owe you anything’, or ‘You don’t owe him anything.’ ‘What’s she ever done for you?’ These were the entries that cooked the emotional and filial books. They were chill words, flaunting their loveless, inexorable impotence.


My grandfather would talk at great length and vehemently about Oscar Wilde and Lord Alfred Douglas without ever revealing to me what the whole affair was really about. For some reason, Lord Alfred Douglas seemed to escape censure. Possibly being a lord helped. In this obsession, my grandfather was of course a stock figure of the time. There was a similar scandal involving the Duke of Clarence and messenger boys which also intrigued him. In my father’s family identical waxen figures were brought out and maintained unchallenged by mere curiosity, to be left intact in the common memory, sometimes not much more than names – like the Princes in the Tower, or Auntie Margery; like the Lady of Shalott, or Uncle Ted; like Horatio Bottomley, or Lord Alfred Douglas. They were all, public and private, creatures of personal legend.


In Harbord Street people were nailed to the edges of public events. For example, my grandmother had some knowing significance contained in the fact that she had been a waitress at the Franco-British Exhibition. It fixed her into a place in history rather as one marks out one’s life in terms of Coronations or Royal Weddings or Churchill’s Funeral or moments of national ritual. Perhaps most people check their private memories against such occasions just as I tally my daily life with the dates of plays I have had produced. I know, for example, a little of what I was doing in 1961 because Luther was produced in that year. Events match themselves.




She is a tough, sly old Cockney, with a harsh, often cruel wit, who knows how to beat the bailiffs and the money-lenders which my grandfather managed to bring on to her. Almost every working day of her life, she has got up at five o’clock to go out to work, to walk down what has always seemed to me to be the most hideous and coldest street in London. Sometimes when I have walked with her, all young bones and shiver, she has grinned at me, her face blue with what I thought was cold. ‘I never mind the cold – I like the wind in my face.’ She’d put her head down, hold on to her hat and push.


They Call it Cricket (‘Declaration’), 1957





As a result of this, as I thought flattering description of Grandma Grove, some of her family threatened to sue me on the grounds of libel. An extract had been published in some Sunday newspaper like the People and did perhaps appear patronizing. In her early sixties she was very small and very round-shouldered, which made her little more than about five feet tall. Her movements were quick, unlike Grandma Osborne who was tall, straight-backed and moved slowly and with schoolmarm precision. Like both her sisters, and, indeed the rest of the Tottenham Crowd, she was dressed at that time during the thirties almost exactly as she must have been thirty years before: her straw hats, the flowers, her wispy hair long and resting up above her head, the very long skirts almost to the ankle, and the boots, the smell of lavender water and moth balls, a brooch at the high neck collar – all these were Edwardian, which I accepted as part of her character.


She was born Adelina Rowena Ell. At eighteen she married my grandfather who was nineteen, and they quickly had two children. The first, my aunt, Queenie Phoebe Adelina Rowena Grove. Then, eighteen months later, my mother Nellie Beatrice. There were hints of deaths in childbirth which I indeed believe were true and talk of puerperal fever, or ‘prooperal’, as they called it. Eight years later my Uncle Jack – John Henry – was born. My grandfather, as young William Crawford Grove, was said to be the Smartest Publican in London, becoming manager at an early age of a pub in Duncannon Street, alongside St Martin-in-the-Fields. The name of the pub was simply the Duncannon and it is still there, a rather anonymous fluorescent place clearly quite unlike the fashionable hostelry it had been during my grandparents’ tenure. It was frequented by theatrical folk a good deal, including Marie Lloyd. A central part of the folklore of this period of their life was that my grandmother, pregnant with my mother, came down the stairs of the Duncannon one morning to find Miss Lloyd reeling around the sawdust-covered bar swearing and shouting. My grandmother drew herself up and ordered the doorman to escort Miss Lloyd out and hail her a hansom cab. Whereupon, the story continued, Miss Lloyd screamed up the stairs at the young mother-to-be, ‘Don’t you fucking well talk to me! I’ve just left your old man after a weekend in Brighton!’ I don’t know whether this part of the Ballad of Grandma is true, but it has an encouraging ring of tinsel fact about it. Anyway, it makes a nice family tableau, and is also the only recorded link I have with anything to do with the theatrical profession.


Profligacy seems to have been a strong characteristic with both my grandfathers, although Grandpa Grove was a far stronger, flamboyant personality than Grandpa Osborne, who lost the jeweller’s shop entrusted to him by his mother because he ‘Played cricket all day’ when he ‘Should have been in the shop’. When I knew him he had retreated into the role of unpaid family retainer, gardener and odd-job man, despised openly by his family for not getting work, and doing menial tasks about the house, like packing his daughter’s trunks for her trips to Africa. He was goaded into perfunctory trips to the Labour Exchange but his heart was never in it. Hurt, I am sure he was. Grandpa Grove would never have been hurt. No one would have dared to jeer at him in the first place.


When I first knew her, Grandma Grove worked as an office cleaner in the main office of Woolworth’s, which was then in Cork Street. She had become head cleaner after a few years and was in command of some thirty or forty women, her ‘girls’ as she called them. I don’t think she did a great deal of actual cleaning herself, but acted as a sort of motherly sergeant major, reserving the top directors’ offices with their flaming turkey carpets and heavy furniture for herself. She held this lob until shortly after the war, often walking to work in the early hours of the morning when the Blitz had been particularly fierce, threading her way through rubble and glass, almost like a cartoonist’s Cockney: ‘We can take it!’ Sometimes she took me up to Cork Street and I would sit in the staff room with its faded rattan chairs, surrounded by her admiring ‘girls’, who would feed me on all kinds of cakes, buns and sweets. They also gave me money, from pennies to threepenny bits and sixpences. By the end of the day my reward was considerable. Why they gave it to me was mysterious. They all had kids of their own. I must have been a mascot or something. Anyway, I was pleased if unsurprised.


This friendly, rather cloying treatment from young women as well as middle-aged ones, may have been partly due to the way that my mother insisted on dressing me for such public occasions. My uniform consisted of a suit, silk in summer or some kind of artificial silk which was extremely uncomfortable and seemed to be perpetually wet, and in a self-proclaiming bright colour like pink, yellow, or what my mother insisted on calling ‘lemon’. All ensembles like this, including her own, she declared to be ‘rig-outs’. She planned them down to the last detail, going through phases of passionate attachment to certain colours or materials. She would have, for example, a coral and nigger-brown period, or a blue and lemon period. Everything matched inexorably. There was one period of tan mania. The seven ages of tan. ‘I’m going to get myself a tan hat, tan shoes, tan handbag’ – tan everything.


The snooking badge of bohemianism in my own rig-out was the black beret that she insisted on my wearing. This had originally been a practical innovation when I had a mastoid operation and my head was almost entirely shaved. The beret did indeed cover up what she called ‘my unslightly head’. She regarded almost everything about me as irredeemably unsightly, bald or not. However, the beret did attract attention, and it appealed slightly to my early rather coarse, dandyish instincts. I may have consciously cultivated what I thought of as a kind of quiet, serious-looking charm. A lot of people must have seen through it as a mere fawning wish to impress. I always wanted to get on with adults, to have access to the mysteries and excitements of their lives, which held out so much more promise than that of children of my own age. There was no cachet in youth at that time. One was merely a failed adult. I sought out the company of people like my grandparents and great-aunts and -uncles; they were infinitely more interesting. And I was an eager and attentive listener.




Billy Rice is a spruce man in his seventies. He has great physical pride, the result of a life-time of being admired as a ‘fine figure of a man.’ He is slim, upright, athletic. He glows with scrubbed well-being. His hair is just grey, thick and silky from its vigorous daily brush. His clothes are probably twenty-five years old – including his pointed patent leather shoes – but well-pressed and smart. His watch chain gleams, his collar is fixed with a tie-pin beneath the tightly knotted black tie, his brown homburg is worn at a very slight angle. When he speaks it is with a dignified Edwardian diction – a kind of repudiation of both Oxford and Cockney that still rhymes ‘cross’ with ‘force’, and yet manages to avoid being exactly upper-class or effete. Indeed, it is not an accent of class but of period. One does not hear it often now.


The Entertainer, 1957





Indeed, one does not. This description (I used to shower my scripts with irrelevant stage directions; Look Back in Anger is full of them) is a part-portrait of my grandfather.




BILLY: We all had our own style, our own songs – and we were all English. What’s more, we spoke English. It was different. We all knew what the rules were. We knew what the rules were, and even if we spent half our time making people laugh at ’em we never seriously suggested that anyone should break them. A real pro is a real man, all he needs is an old backcloth behind him and he can hold them on his own for half an hour. He’s like the general run of people, only he’s a lot more like them than they are themselves, if you understand me.


The Entertainer, 1957





Grandpa Grove certainly had his own style, but unlike Billy Rice he could not be regarded as having been a star, except in a very small way at the height of his career as a publican, when there were hansom cabs, cigars and his famous breakfast which was said to have consisted of half a bottle of 3-star brandy, a pound of porterhouse steak, oysters in season and a couple of chorus girls all year round.


Under the mantelshelf in Harbord Street there was one of those fringe-like curtain arrangements which failed to conceal his trusses, or ‘trusts’ as my mother called them, which I would gaze at while he talked about Henry Irving in The Bells and bawled various bits of the Old Testament at me. He was always dressed, apart from a well-worn cardigan, as if ready to go out at any moment. His patent shoes, cleaned by my grandmother, gleamed as did his hair and watch chain. He would sit toying with his sovereign case or buffing his carefully attended finger nails. He was the only man I met until I was in my late teens who habitually used a cigarette holder, usually containing Abdulla Egyptian cigarettes, doubtless cadged from Uncle Arthur.


He was most impressive, and convincing, in the way he would roll out names: names of stars as if they were either personal friends or members of his club – which he said was the National Sporting Club – Sir Edward Carson or Rufus Isaacs. Like so many people at that time he took as much interest in law-court proceedings as people do nowadays in football or pop singers and indeed the success charts of lawyers were followed in awe by the British public. It was not a matey, familiar business but a show laid on for the common people by their superiors and masters. His account of Carson’s cross-examination of Oscar Wilde was one of his specialities. So it was, too, with King Edward, admired for his flash friends and racehorses and, later, the next Prince of Wales, once admired and then to be reviled after his disgrace with Mrs Simpson. There was constant invocation of the Lord Chief Justice, almost greater than God in his infinite wisdom and power; the Aga Khan (‘Mum always likes me to put a shilling on the Black Man’s horses’). Lord Beaverbrook was a particular favourite because Grandpa had seen him once emerging from his Rolls Royce: ‘One of the finest men in England today.’ He seemed to know everything about him. ‘When I was with Beaverbrook during that time …’ he would say. He had worked as a canvasser in the north of England for the Daily Express, a miserable commission job which only the most desperate unemployed took on. Flushed with port and excitement, I would listen as he told me that he would live to see the day when one of two things would happen: one, I would be the Prime Minister of England; or, two, I would be the next George Bernard Shaw. His reverence for Shaw was almost as extreme as his hostility to Gandhi. As he disagreed grandiloquently with almost everything that Shaw ever uttered on any subject, except the benevolence of dictatorships, this was confusing.


When we visited the Groves, the rest of the family would be literally yelling news to each other. My grandmother would come in and out of the kitchen, picking exactly the wrong moment to interrupt my grandfather. I would be the only one listening to him, but then I was the only one who seemed to listen to anybody. They didn’t talk to each other so much as barrack themselves. He would yell some humiliation or, if she were sitting near enough, kick her, imperceptibly but expertly, under the table. He was most adroit at this. Beside him on the dark red tablecloth would be the Bible, the News of the World and the People, the Empire News and, in later years, the Watch Tower. He would read from these aloud and everyone was expected to listen. ‘Now, hold your bloody noise while I’m talking and put the wood in th’ole.’ He had an obsession with draughts and none of the windows was ever allowed to be opened. The gas fire was on summer and winter and often it was quite difficult to breathe through the haze of Abdulla, as he boomed his police-court rhetoric, invariably berating some Draconian judge for not giving a severe enough sentence, especially in cases concerned with sex. ‘Bloody rogue, dirty bastard, rogue! Fourteen years! Men like that should be hanged. Worse!’ Worse than hanging was God’s word to Grandpa in such matters.


When I was dismissed from his presence or he was bored or tired, I would follow my grandmother into the tiny scullery and get a slice of ‘dinner’ (called ‘chaw’; she was particularly good at dishes like braised heart, stewed eel and faggots). There would then be a lot of winking and whispering. ‘Dirty old bugger,’ she’d say. ‘I don’t like to think what he’d get. Do you know he has women in here every day when I’m at work? At his age.’ He was then about seventy and was constantly seeking out and finding the rent money, insurance money or gas money that my grandmother had hidden away, to spend on taking one of his ‘women’ out for stout and oysters at the Clarendon in Hammersmith. Grandma Grove was ingenious in the way she discovered the addresses of these ladies and took a great deal of pleasure in hunting them down to their various houses. They all called themselves Mrs Grove when she confronted them at the door. I don’t think any of them lasted for very long. She was understandably keen on recounting her triumph over Marie Lloyd and of casting her into the outer darkness of Duncannon Street. ‘Of course, he doesn’t know we know about it,’ eased the pain in her shin bone. Happy recrimination and ill-feeling were never very far below the surface.


Religion was rather baffling. Auntie Queenie was very High Church, my father professed sickly atheism, and my mother never went to church at all. I was rather mystified by the meaning of all this, but it appeared to be something very exclusive and beyond the grasp of most. It was my mother who was the main antagonist in these matters, particularly during the brawls of Christmas, when she reacted fiercely to Auntie Queenie’s overheated and sentimental religiosity. Queenie assumed a royal, wounded aspect when these periodic fits came upon her. Even at that age I sensed that it was a very bogus performance indeed. In her most gushing periods of zealous charity she would use theatrical convent language, calling everyone, people like bus conductors and shop assistants, ‘Dearest Heart’, in the way that some priests matily invoke the Sacred Heart of Jesus.


Certainly, Auntie Queenie never felt any pernickity Anglican constraint. Over her bed there hung not only a large cream-coloured crucifix but an even more prominent figure of the Virgin Mary. Also beside her bed was a white Common Prayer Book. Whether she used another one for her visits to church I don’t know, but it was certainly new and unthumbed-looking. The basis of her belief seemed to consist of what she believed to be her capacity for more suffering than others and, in particular, the coarser members of her family. She had been brought up by a doting aunt and this apparently contributed to her feeling herself well above what should have been her natural station of Harbord Street. My mother was particularly resentful at this show of swank travail. The two of them would match suffering for suffering, pain for pain, blow for blow, strolling down separate memory lanes on to rival vales of tears. My mother pointed out that her sister’s privations were nothing compared with her own. She had none of the advantages of being educated properly but of going out to work at the age of twelve to scrub a dining-room floor for six hundred orphans at the Foundling Hospital. This was no doubt true, and certainly no one ever contradicted her. She, my mother, had by her own efforts become head cashier at the age of sixteen of Lyons Corner House in the Strand. Queenie, on the other hand, had been levered by her pious, protective Auntie Phoebe, into an undemanding ladylike job, first in a milliner’s then as a draper’s assistant, becoming under-buyer and then head buyer at D. H. Evans. It was a common secret that she had been dismissed from this appointment when she was discovered taking home the firm’s latest models and wearing them, not always temporarily it seemed. Later, at Peter Robinson’s, she was similarly apprehended. She ended her career working in a small Jewish Madam shop in Richmond High Street. It was a cruel blow to her pride and most enjoyable for my mother to visit her there, taking hours to make up her mind what she might buy from her sister, now that she was no more than a small-time head assistant.


Comfort in the discomfort of others was an abiding family recreation and my grandmother shared her barmaid daughter’s satisfaction. After all, she too had come down in the world, relegated to head cleaner of Woolworth’s from being Mistress of the Duncannon and the Hammer of the Marie Lloyds of this world. Coming Down in the World was something the Groves had in common with the Osbornes, except that the Groves seemed to feel less sense of grievance, looking on it as the justified price of profligate living or getting above yourself, rather than as a cruel trick of destiny or a creeping army of upstarts Getting the Better of their Betters. Still, getting above yourself is a hazard open to many of us still and can be chastening. ‘But there’s no pride in Real Gentry – that’s what I always say.’ And they always did. They had a litany of elliptical sayings, almost biblical in their complexity, which, to the meanest mind or intelligence, combined accessibility and authority. Revealed family wisdom was expressed in sayings like, ‘One door opens and another one always shuts’ (the optimistic version – rare – was the same in reverse). ‘I think I can say I’ve had my share of sorrows.’ Like Jesus, they were all acquainted with grief. ‘I can always read him like a book’; ‘I’ve never owed anyone anything’ (almost the Family Motto this); ‘You can’t get round him, he’s like a Jew and his cash box’; ‘Look at him, like Lockhart’s elephant.’ This meant someone was being inordinately clumsy, and apparently referred to a popular large bun that was sold in an establishment called Lockhart’s in the Strand, long since disappeared and forgotten even then.


There were lots of references to Jews. One of my mother’s favourites was, ‘Listen to him, John Lawson’s son. “Thank God, I’m only a Jew.”’ This was a reference to a very famous music-hall sketch called Humanity, performed by John Lawson at a time when, according to serious historians, music hall was well on the way down its pristine path to revue and ‘variety’. My only link with this famous sketch was provided for me by my mother, whose memory was always definitively faulty. It was, according to her, about a highly reputable, rich and – it seemed – wholly virtuous Jew who struck up a full-hearted, passionate friendship with a Gentile who became his Best Friend. The wholesome Jew leaves home for some reason, the war perhaps, and his lovely wife in the care of Best Gentile Friend. Adultery, Close-Thing, but, most of all, Betrayal takes place before John Lawson reappears. My mother thought it good for a quick laugh to call me John Lawson’s son – ‘Only a Jew!’ As she was anti-Semitic in the sense that she thought all foreigners were Jews, it was meant unflatteringly. But she described in detail the roof-rending scene in which the Good Jew Thrashed his Best Friend. Quite apart from the horror of such untidy destruction, was the principal character – the Set. This, as she described it, consisted of a superb sitting-room, furnished in Taste-Beyond-Which. Which being mostly breakable – like ornate and irreplaceable chandeliers. Glass, blood, antiques, teeth, hair, tailoring all exploded everywhere. A ruined palace of a place, a disgraced wife, a treacherous friend, destroyed virtuous Jew. After the vicious fight between Gentile Snake and Jew, the virtuous one, bleeding in mouth, mud and spirit among all the despoil sang his song: ‘Only a Jew’. Twenty years later it was this shaky fragment of theatrical memory that was to nudge me towards The Entertainer; not, as I was told authoritatively by others, the influence of Bertolt Brecht.


Sic: if one were looking for a word to describe the argot used generally by my mother’s family and friends one might call it this; Sic – a self-conscious, disorderly babble, perhaps like Peter Brook’s Orghast except that Sic is presumably more lucid and spontaneous. But only just. I grew up believing that there was a language one read in books and another one spoke, and that the divide between the two was impassable. I was in my early twenties before I realized that ‘long’ words could be inserted quite freely and naturally within ordinary conversation without remark or derisory comment. Talking expressively to strangers and more often intimates was perhaps the beginning of the long gritty road to addressing God Himself without hobbling embarrassment.


Queenie or, as she preferred to be called, Queen shared a flat with a friend known to me as Auntie Caddie, although her name was in fact May. Why she was called Caddie I have no idea. Perhaps it was something to do with golf as there seemed to be numerous snapshots of them together in what were then called sporting clothes. Auntie Caddie looked born to wear plus fours. She even referred to herself as a John Blunt woman (‘person’ hadn’t occurred to her), and although most people poked fun at her, very few of them did so to her face. She always wore a tweedy suit or, rather, a ‘costume’, with a high collar and beefily knotted tie. She also wore Henry Heath hats which carried some authority in the name alone.


Anyway, Auntie Caddie would stand with her legs wide apart, her plump hands behind her back and boom questions at me, usually about why I wasn’t at school. This was a hard one to answer and one repeatedly asked by probing adults. My mother for years kept me away from school as often as she dared on the pretext of my poor health; in reality, it was because she was bored with being on her own and needed even my childish company. Caddie and Queenie shared a Key Flat in Blythe Road, a plaster Virgin above their double bed, an Airedale and, of all unfamiliar things to come, a white telephone. There was also an intimidating porter. On the other side of Blythe Road was Cadby Hall, which was the headquarters of J. Lyons and Co., as well as being their biggest teashop. My mother and I used to have tea there before having to face the porter and Auntie Caddie. These visits were always uneasy and overpowered by the magnificence of Lyons Biggest Teashop, where I usually managed to faint, greatly to the annoyance of my mother.


These ‘blooming fainting fits’, as she called them, persisted for years. They nearly always seemed to happen in public places like cinemas or restaurants or where they would create the maximum of irritation and embarrassment for my mother. I was constantly taken into the offices of cinema managers after witnessing fairly innocent but distressful scenes on the screen. One, I remember, was a childbirth sequence in a film called The Citadel, starring one of my father’s favourite actors, Robert Donat. The climax involved the doctor holding up the newly-born child and slapping it into life. The spectacle was too much for me. Blood seemed to drain out of me and in no time my head would be between my knees and I would be sipping water from a kindly usherette or, in the case of Cadby Hall, waitress, who was certainly more sympathetic than my mother.


It was not until I was about sixteen that I was to have much contact with Uncle Sidney. During these Fulham days he was not much more than one of the Smaller Players of the Grove Repertory Company. As always, what little information I had was by implication and elaborately vague. Auntie Queenie, Caddie and Uncle Sidney took numerous holidays in Sidmouth together, where they all dressed in tennis clothes, consisting of white trousers, blazers and white pleated skirts. I think little tennis was played but there was a great deal of dressing up and snapping away with the Box Brownie. Even to me they presented a rather bizarre trio. Auntie Caddie with her dark flecked Eton crop, striped blazer and carefully starched collar and tie. Uncle Sidney with his Silverkrin crinkled hair, large flannel bags and very sheepish expression. And, finally, my Auntie Queenie who looked remarkably like the carefully posed theatrical photographs of Ivor Novello, with the same thin, rather accusing mouth. The first time I saw Ivor Novello in his Tyrolean unterhosen he immediately made me think of Auntie Queenie. She, not surprisingly, thought he too was wonderful.


The general verdict on Uncle Sidney seemed to be that he was a pretty decent sort but a bit of a cissy boy. He had his own flat, which he shared with his friend John and which was furnished almost entirely by coupons they both collected from Carreras cigarettes. After about seven years of courtship, Queenie and Uncle Sidney were married. I was later to grow quite fond of Uncle Sidney and his letters in particular.




‘Dear John, Do so hope you have a very nice Christmas. Gosh how I wish I was with you all. I just hate the thought of it, all alone. Just had the Coalman deliver, another Bill £5. 6s. Ah well why worry. It’s a rotten day here, very dull and raining …


‘Dear John, Queen seems about the same. Looks well in herself. They get her up for a while each day now, so that makes a break from Bed all the time …


‘Dear John, A few lines in haste. Don’t get much time for letters these days. Was home on Spring Holiday last week, but busy with spring cleaning the home. Gave it all a good clean, Curtains down in all rooms, Windows clean, fresh Curtains put up, Ceilings, Walls cleaned, and Furniture polished, Pictures and Ornaments washed …


‘Dear John, Queen keeps about the same, looks well in herself, but leg no better. Grandma Grove is supposed to come with Jack today to see Queen. Of course his Lordship would not write me to ask the best way. Queen has been in hospital now 6 months and he has never written me a line …


‘Dear John, Just been doing some washing, so shall have to Iron when its all dry. Going out after that to have a little Drink, just feel I need it. Begin to get a bit fed up at home with no one to talk to, and all the work …


‘Dear John, I used to think Mother a dear ole soul, but now realize she is as bad as the rest. Don’t want to see any of them anymore. Queen goes on about the same, but tries to be the big I am, and the Sisters and Nurses have not much time for her. I’ve had a rotten cold in my head. Have to go to the Dr. tonight 6 pm, as my ear is bad with Wax. Hope he can get it out, and not have to go to Hospital the same as last time to see an Ear Specialist. Been busy since I’ve been home. My Lunch to get, then washing for Queen and myself. Just going to have a Cup of tea, then the Dr and Ironing when I get back. I feel so fed up today with it all. Do hope you are well …


‘Dear John, Sorry I did not write you as usual on Sunday, but I felt so tired. Queen seems to be getting on quite well with the Walking Aid. She looks so well in herself, but I have to be so very careful what I say, otherwise she takes things in the wrong way. I’ve just been busy in the front garden, now broke off for a little rest. Have the Back to do later. Such a lot turns up to do in Gardens …


‘Dear John, Have washing on the line, must be dry now, so have that to Iron. Nightdress, Knickers etc from the Hospital. Do hope you are keeping well. I’m alright – except for a little tired, but must get the Ironing done …


‘Dear John, I can manage alright, just a little tired at times …


‘Dear John, We shall be thinking of you at Christmas Day and no doubt have a little drink to your health from the Bottle of Gin we bought with your kind remittance, say 12 O/c.


                                All my love,


                                    Sidney               xxxxxxxx’





They were already self-parodies before they were popped in the box to me. I made a passable pastiche in The Hotel in Amsterdam, when they were singled out as being snobbish and anti-working class and apparently confirmed I did not know or understand my own background.




DAN: What are they?


LAURIE: Retired rotten, grafting publicans, shop assistants, ex-waitresses. They live on and on. Having hernias and arthritic hips and strokes. But they go on: writing poisonous letters to one another. Complaining and wheedling and paying off the same old scores with the same illiterate signs. ‘Dear Laurie, thank you very kindly for the cheque. It was most welcome and I was able to get us one or two things we’d had to go without for quite some time, what with me having been off work all this time and the doctor sends me to the hospital twice a week. They tell me it’s improving but I can’t say I feel much improvement. How are you, old son? Old son? We saw your name in the paper about something you were doing the other day and the people next door said they thought you were on the telly one night but we didn’t see it, and Rose won’t buy the television papers so we always switch on to the same programme. Rose doesn’t get any better, I’m afraid. I bought her a quarter bottle the other day with your kind remittance which served to buck her up a bit. Your Auntie Grace wrote and said she’d heard Margaret was having another baby. That must be very nice for you both. We send our best wishes to you both and the other little ones. Hope you’re all well. Must close now as I have to take down the front room curtains and wash them as Rose can’t do it any longer, but you know what she is. Bung ho and all the very best. Excuse writing but my hand is still bad. Ever. Your Uncle Ted. P.S. Rose says Auntie Grace said something about a letter from your mother which she sent on but I’m afraid she sent it back unopened. She just refuses to pass any comment. She told me not to say any thing about it to you but I thought I’d just – PASS IT ON TO YOU!


(He gestures towards them.)


Pass that on!


The Hotel in Amsterdam, 1968





My Uncle Jack, eight years younger than my mother, might occasionally drop in at Harbord Street bringing with him an unusual feeling of dash and optimism. He appeared to take little part in the continuing story of Harbord Street, distributing generous presents and always leaving early with his son, Peter, a huge amiable boy who became a successful steward on the Queen Elizabeth. He rarely brought his first wife, Auntie Vi, known because of her swarthy appearance as the ‘Gypsy queen’. She made it quite clear that she didn’t want to be mixed up in family ‘squibbles’. Uncle Jack was what my mother called ‘a bit woman mad’. He certainly seemed more cheerful and reassuring than either Auntie Queenie or Uncle Sidney, always bent on despondency and the theory that nothing good in this world, even if you should get it, ever lasted.




Nothing, indeed, is more revolting to English feelings, than the spectacle of a human being obtruding on our notice his moral ulcers or scars, and tearing away that ‘decent drapery’, which time, or indulgence to human frailty, may have drawn over them: accordingly, the greater part of our confessions (that is spontaneous and extra-judicial confessions) proceed from demireps, adventurers, or swindlers: and for any such acts of gratuitous self-humiliation from those who can be supposed in sympathy with the decent and self-respecting part of society, we must look to French literature, or to that part of the German, which is tainted with the spurious and defective sensibility of the French. And all this I feel so forcibly, and so nervously am I alive to reproach of this tendency, that I have for many months hesitated about the propriety of allowing this, or any part of my narrative, to come before the public eye, until after my death (when, for many reasons, the whole will be published): and it is not without an anxious review of the reasons for and against this step, that I have, at last, concluded on taking it.


Guilt and misery shrink, by a natural instinct, from public notice: they court privacy and solitude: and, even in their choice of a grave, will sometimes sequester themselves from the general population of the churchyard, as if declining to claim fellowship with the great family of man, and wishing (in the affecting language of Mr Wordsworth)


– humbly to express


A penitential loneliness.


Confessions of an English Opium Eater, Thomas de Quincey





According to my mother’s shaky testimony she met my father when she was working as a barmaid in a pub called the Essex on the corner of Essex Street in the Strand: ‘All the Press boys used to come in there.’ Perhaps, to a young man recently up from South Wales, with no friends at work and only digs to go home to, the atmosphere of the Essex was comforting. Pubs are more than tolerable places in which to be lonely. My mother would throw bottles in the air, two bottles sometimes, catch them, throw up two more, catch them again, and pour off four bottles into four glasses at once with one hand. Soon he began talking to her about his work in the advertising agency, bringing in his drawings to show her, and they would go on to the all-night Lyons Corner House in the Strand, where she had worked as head cashier.


Living the first years of my life in Fulham meant mostly living with my mother. My parents saw little of each other. What had happened between them I have no way of knowing. My father, when he was not in Brompton Hospital or in Colindale Sanatorium, seemed to stay in digs a long way from us in Harrow or Hounslow on his own, and my mother would occasionally deliver a clean shirt and socks to his landlady. He would come over to see us when he was able and I have a vague remembrance of them hitting each other. They seldom took me out together. Apart from visits to the Shepherd’s Bush Empire and walks in Bishop’s Park and by the river, my father and I mostly visited pubs – the Spotted Horse in Putney High Street and the King’s Head in Fulham Palace Road. Although he was frail (by this time he had only one lung), he enjoyed walking, saying very little. His own father was a great walker and taught him what was called the Countryman-Tramp’s Walk, which consisted of putting all your weight on your forward foot, rather like wearing a surgical boot, and enabled you to walk for thirty miles a day, as he said he often did, without any discomfort. I practised this strange gait for years, much to the amusement of passers-by and sometimes catch myself experimenting with it now on long walks.


But most of the days in Fulham were spent with my mother, forced into bored idleness by having to look after me, and biting her finger nails to stumps. Heaven knows what she was living on. I was either too young or too sickly to go to school to give her some respite, not that she wanted to be on her own. I did spend a short time at Finlay Road Infants and was given the cut eye on enrolment. I still have the scar. My mother walked, too, not because she liked it but because she had no other alternative. Willis Road, King Street and Hammersmith Broadway are hardly tourist attractions even forty years on, and her walks were aimless expeditions to escape from digs with nothing to do in them and no one to talk to, pushing a small boy up to Fulham Road for his regular check-up at Brompton Hospital, or ‘shopping’ with no money in Kensington High Street.


The Brompton Hospital visits would take all day, from about nine o’clock in the morning to the end of the afternoon. For days before we set out my mother stoked my apprehension by telling me what they had done to my father, who had been shown off to the students like the prize pig at Skipton Fair. ‘If only this man had come to us before,’ said the house surgeon. I could imagine those eyes on my father’s white, marble-veined body. ‘Of course, they’re very kind and good to you,’ my mother would say. They didn’t seem particularly kind or good to me, frightening certainly. This feeling established itself the moment we entered the door and passed the porter who acted like a policeman. I felt I had been arrested and was there because of some unknown transgression. The overpowering smell of the place reinforced the sense that it was like no other. We sat on long, dark, refectory-like benches and prepared to wait for the rest of the day in this dim, bustling crypt.


‘They’re all Scotch and Irish in here.’ The Sister, who usually took charge of me, was indeed Scots. She wore a dark blue uniform with white dots on it and was about the only friendly face I could ever make out. But even she would make me take off my shirt almost immediately on arrival and I would be forced to walk without dawdling around the monastic corridors to my various X-rays and tests, and return to our bench wearing only my shorts with my braces chafing my salt-cellar shoulders. We had nothing to eat all day, as my mother obviously thought that to bring sandwiches or something of the sort would have been a little like munching away during Evensong. She had a reverential, almost mystical attitude towards medicine, an attitude very common at the time, and believed, for example, that doctors, exclusively, were the people who drove their own motor cars. If we saw one in the street, she’d say, ‘Oh, look, there’s a car outside. Must be the doctor.’


Shivering, hungry, largely ignored for hours, it was a little like waiting for the jury’s verdict to come in, and the last visit of the afternoon was rather like being arraigned before the judge. In this case it was always Dr Henderson, another Scot. She thumped away at my tinny, inadequate body impatiently. Would I be reprieved? How squalid had I really been? Had it shown up on the X-ray screen? Eventually, throwing me a barley sugar, she would sit and write her report. The barley sugar seemed to indicate that I was on parole and soon would be let outside into the grey, free air of the Fulham Road. My mother, doubtful and bewildered, would lead me off to the dispensary to the next inevitable wait. At last, like the prisoner having his watch, keys and money returned, I was allowed to put on my clothes and cover myself up from any further fear of accusation. My release was not complete until the final interview with the Lady Almoner. I did not mind this so much because by this time I knew that I had got my ticket, at least for the next three months. My mother was having to go through it now, only she had it with smiles and nods of understanding and all from a very posh lady in overalls.


Kensington High Street was the Appian Way to the West End. The border ended at Barker’s store and we rarely ventured beyond it except for visits to Woolworth’s in Cork Street, which was scarcely going Up West. Going Up West was something we didn’t do until the later years of the war, when my mother was working full time and, with the aid of generous tips from GIs and Allied Servicemen, she was able to take me up with her on her days off. Up West in the 1940s was a very different affair from Kensington High Street in the thirties. For one thing, my mother seemed to have a great deal of money. The routine was almost always the same: lunch at the Trocadero, when she would complain about the menu being unintelligible and I struggled to explain with my inadequate French the concealed identity of the dishes. We invariably ended up having fish and chips. Her technique with waiters, as in life, was to either bully or fawn upon them. ‘Oh, you really are very kind.’ ‘Oh yes, we did enjoy that very much. Very tasty. Really nutritious.’ ‘You are busy today, aren’t you?’ If this ladylike charm got no response from the waiter she would then resort to her usual domestic bad temper giving both the waiter and myself Black Looks. The waiter would be indifferent, or downright rude and unimpressed by my mother’s current rig-out. If anything went wrong with the meal the blame was heaped upon me. The rest of her day off could be ruined almost at the outset in this way and if we could get through lunch without one of her Black Looks, when dark rivulets of rage and disappointment spread across her face, it was relief indeed. If I summoned up enough bravado I would sometimes – at the age of fifteen – order myself a cigar, choosing at random from the box (‘That looks a nice one, dear’), looking around me as if my mother were not with me or even as if I were alone. Like Lyons Corner House, it seemed just the sort of place a gentleman would take a beautiful woman, but the Trocadero seemed unquestionably classier.


My mother’s hair was very dark, occasionally hennaed. Her face was a floury dark mask, her eyes were an irritable brown, her ears small, so unlike her father’s (‘He’s got Satan’s ears, he has’), her nose surprisingly fine. Her remaining front teeth were large, yellow and strong. Her lips were a scarlet-black sliver covered in some sticky slime named Tahiti or Tattoo, which she bought with all her other make-up from Woolworth’s. She wore it, or something like it, from the beginning of the First World War onwards. She had a cream base called Crème Simone, always covered up with a face powder called Tokalon, which she dabbed all over so that it almost showered off in little avalanches when she leant forward over her food. This was all topped off by a kind of knicker-bocker glory of rouge, which came in rather pretty little blue and white boxes – again from Woolworth’s – and looked like a mixture of blackcurrant juice and brick dust. The final coup was an overgenerous dab of California Poppy, known to schoolboys as ‘fleur des dustbins’.


Tea Up West would be cream cakes at the Regent Palace, gin and It for my mother, and then on to The Show! Ivor Novello, Dancing Years, Perchance to Dream, Lisbon Story, all of the George Black shows at the Hippodrome. Vic Oliver was my mother’s favourite comedian. She thought he was marvellous. It was during these Black shows that huge chorus girls came down into the stalls and invited members of the audience to dance with them. My cream cakes almost churned as I thought one of them might approach me. I was about thirteen when I saw a revival of an old twenties’ musical comedy, The Lilac Domino. I was overwhelmed by the beauty of the girls in it, longing to be on stage with them and take every one of them in turn to dinner at the Trocadero. It was the night before I went back to school and on my return I discovered that my headmaster had also been in the audience. I felt passionately that he had no business to be prying on such a world; one in which, unlike me, he could not possibly have any place.


But before these affluent, wartime days, we would come up the stairs from the District Line and walk straight into Ponting’s, a superb store which preserved its Kipps’-like draper’s atmosphere for many years. Going next door into Derry and Toms was like stepping from one century into another. Here there were blue carpets, everything looked very modern, rather like Auntie Queen’s flat, white telephones and the girls behind the counter were not only as lofty as the Lady Almoner but all seemed to be casting smiling, seductive glances at me, just like the ravishing giants at the Hippodrome in later years. Any one of these creatures would surely be quietly flattered to sit beside me at a discreet table at the Trocadero.


Glorious Ponting’s, Derry and Toms and Barker’s. We would walk around these stores, hardly venturing anywhere else for almost the whole day. We went through miles of departments, floor by floor, my mother unable to buy anything, saying little except to complain about her feet aching. Often I felt that my own legs were going to drop off, something I dreaded in case I were to faint from fatigue, which occasionally I did. This meant coming round in a public place and looking up at a clouded, furious face and an aggrieved silence all the way back to the District Line, without even the consolation of baked beans for tea at Lyons at the end of it.


My sister, Fay, had died of TB and meningitis when I was two. She was reckoned to be a starry personality. ‘Like a little fairy on top of the Christmas Tree’. My father had managed to get her christened at St Martin-in-the-Fields by the Reverend Dick Sheppard, then a very popular star himself. She was spoken of as if she were some exquisite prodigy, but she exists to me only as a description of the last moments of her life, and my mother and father walking down the steps of Westminster Hospital afterwards with Big Ben chiming as they did so. This is really the only image I have of my sister at all. The remembrance was small, and later, as an adult, I often resented her wilful departure, leaving me alone to carry the burden of our mother. Perhaps she might have been some help and support, I thought. She was older, appeared to be beautiful and, from all unreliable accounts, affectionate. An ally, an affectionate one, and a woman, might have been helpful. Instead of making such a pious exit, so lovingly and medically described by Nellie Beatrice, so relished by Auntie Queenie, together we might have been an inseparable team on those aimless trips along the Appian Way to High Street, Kensington. There were no Black Looks in Heaven.



















3. ‘I Don’t Want to End Up in a Dead-and-Alive Hole’





By 1936, my father’s health had recovered enough for him to go back to his work as an advertising copywriter. Some kind of reconciliation must have been effected between my parents as they now set about living together under the same roof. We moved out of London, away from Fulham, the beginning of a change in things for all of us.


In the mid-1930s the Waterloo to Effingham Junction line fingered its way as so many others did into the Surrey countryside. Although it was still possible to keep sheep and cows in the East End during the Second World War it seemed to me that the railway led into an open, light and muted world without trams, with few buses – and those green instead of red. During the next ten years I grew to know almost every house and building and factory, the signs on them, the sheds in the back gardens, on the thirty-minute ride to our new house. Clapham Junction, home of Arding and Hobbs; Wimbledon with its stuffed St Bernard railway dog in his glass case on the platform (the grave gaze of this heroic animal made the change worthwhile); next, Raynes Park, with Carters Seed factory on the left, where my mother was later to work for a pittance during the early days of the war; Motspur Park, small factories and houses gathered round a pub, the Earl Beatty; then, Worcester Park, the village Neasden of its time. And Stoneleigh, where we came to live. The developers’ fingers hesitated briefly before ploughing onwards, and paused to spread haphazard speculative tentacles. Beyond Stoneleigh were Ewell West and Epsom, a rather unappealing Victorian town being changed into a new, bright, brick-and-cement dormitory like others that became Reigate, Redhill, Leatherhead and Dorking. But beyond them lay the Downs; Effingham Junction nudged countryside which still had a few secrets left.


Stoneleigh itself was a station surrounded by groups of housing estates. Coming off the concrete railway bridge on either side were ‘Shopping Parades’. In the middle was the Stoneleigh Hotel, which was not an hotel at all but a by-pass Tudor pub where my mother was to work throughout the war and for several years after. The Parades consisted of a small Woolworth’s, the dry cleaner’s, newsagents and a twopenny library, butchers, florists and empty shops which had not yet been sold, gaps in the townscape, corners which had not yet been built on, patches of fields and stubble between houses and shops. It was not Stockbroker’s Tudor but Bankclerk’s Tudor. The ribbons of streets were empty most of the day except for occasional women on their way to the Parades, pushing prams along the clean pavements with their grass verges, fresh as last week’s graves.


Grandma Osborne had been settled into this Byzantium of pre-war mediocrity by my father’s sister Nancy. Aunt Nancy reminded me of Sister Ethel in the William books. She was flattered, fawned upon, almost beatified. To me she seemed affected, rude, snobbish and vain. She complained constantly that my cousin Tony might pick up my cockney accent. She had married Uncle Harry, who worked for the Unilever Company in Lagos, Nigeria. This meant that she spent a year at a time with him there, this being the span then allotted to wives in the White Man’s Grave. Someone had to look after cousin Tony, and the obvious person was my grandmother.


Grandma Osborne’s house was at the end of Clandon Close, a long cul-de-sac of pebble-dash counter clerk’s Tudor with a back garden leading on to a large field encircled by exactly similar houses. At this time, houses in places like Stoneleigh cost something in the region of £300 to £600 to buy, but many were rented. My mother was insistent that we should not enter into buying because she didn’t want to be ‘tied down’. Thirty or forty times during the first seventeen years of my life we wrapped up dozens of china dogs and picture-hatted ladies with straining borzois – bought or won from fairgrounds like Dreamland in Margate – to move into another house or new digs until her snarling, raw-nailed boredom and dissatisfaction exploded again, driving her to make a dash for another lair. ‘I’m fed up with this dead-and-alive hole.’


It was a just description of Stoneleigh and all other places like it. However, to a seven-year-old boy it could hold out promises of freedoms and discoveries that were not to be found in the streets of Fulham. Following the elder Osborne’s exodus from South Wales, my parents moved into Number 68 Stoneleigh Park Road. What decided my father to forsake London, which he enjoyed as a true provincial, revelling in its variety and its mysteries and vastness, for the rolling acres of suburbia, upon which no countenance divine or otherwise would have shone, in ancient or any other time? His mother would certainly never have encouraged him to feel his proximity would give her any pleasure. She was incapable of communicating such a thing and to her son above all. Filial guilt must have been uppermost, or perhaps the inner and physical fatigue that had led him to his healthless marriage.


Number 68 was half way down a very steep hill leading from the station. It must have been a patch of miniature downland before the concrete blotted it out a few years before. The descent on a bicycle from the top was thrilling. To hurtle down the switchback length of Stoneleigh Park Road without applying the brakes until it flattened out into the Ewell by-pass at the far end was heart-stopping. The chances of an accident were unlikely as cars were rare, vans few and the only regular traffic was the horse-drawn United Dairies cart or the Walls Ice Cream man on his bin bicycle. The house was similar to my grandparents’ in Clandon Close but brighter and more airy, more toy box than Tudor. Instead of burnt oak there was an unlovely stab at modernity with black and cream for the almost uncarpentered woodwork and the staircase. Cream, not white, like Queen’s crucifix. Cream was sophistication, like coloured telephones, telephones at all, as lemon to yellow. It had been, as my mother pointed out, a Show House, and some sales talk had been slapped on to the nasty edifice to make it look as though it had just been uprooted from the Ideal Home Exhibition. The estate agent had rubbed his hands and the dream descended. I liked the show house, and I hoped my mother’s patience would hold out longer than usual this time. My father was now working regularly and seemed in better health and they appeared friendly to one another. Rows and silences were fewer.


Nellie Beatrice spent an inordinate time cleaning and polishing what was quite a small house for three people who didn’t and were not allowed to create the merest untidiness. She had no reason to complain for my father was almost spinsterish in this respect, but every Friday was Black Friday for me, the day when we had what was called the Spring Clean. Sheets were draped over the furniture and chairs were piled on tables. Mattresses would be ripped from their beds, curtains taken down, washed and ironed. In the winter, when it was not possible to go outside, the Black Look clouding over the billowing dust bag of the Hoover was inescapable as it thrust its way into every corner, every bed or cupboard, bellowing and bullying a filthy uncomprehending world for hours. Handing over the Hoover to my mother was like distributing highly sophisticated nuclear weapons to an underdeveloped African nation. By the early evening she would be almost babbling with fatigue. A breathless interval at midday allowed us to bolt down an egg on mashed potatoes, frenziedly washed up so that she could ‘get on’ for the rest of the afternoon and a final burst to clear the field of this spotless battle and return everything to its gleaming, dustless place, raped by Mansion Polish and elbow grease, before my father returned home from work.


He soon came to prefer spending Friday evening in my grandmother’s Fulham scullery rather than listen to my mother gibbering with irritability, as she shuddered with her life’s bad back to prepare his evening meal. This fractious, jangling, indomitably Hoovered world was not a welcoming one. He always brought back a half-pound box of Terry’s plain Brazil nut chocolates but it hardly placated her. No reward or show of gratitude would recognize her effort sufficiently. Besides, her attitude was that presents are given only either to buy affection or to make it clear that you are unbeholden. In this way you could alone face the world and say, ‘I don’t owe anyone anything.’ So, if he hadn’t decided to avoid coming home by drinking port with Grandma Grove at the Clarendon in Hammersmith, or with the ‘Press boys’ in Fleet Street, he would return back to all this with Mickey Mouse, Rover, Hotspur, the Gem for me and, after supper, and doubtless full of Waterloo buffet whisky, Guinness or Moussec, would sit down at the upright piano and sing. His piano playing was self-taught. He had a very pleasant light voice and would sing a few hymns, and songs like ‘There’s an Old-Fashioned House in an Old-Fashioned Street’, ‘It’s My Mother’s Birthday Today’, ‘Friend o’Mine’, ‘On the Road to Mandalay’, ‘On the Isle of Capri’, ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’, Layton and Johnstone favourites, as well as a large repertory of music-hall songs: Harry Champion, George Robey, George Formby even, Paul Robeson, Peter Dawson, Melville Gideon, Jessie Matthews, Richard Tauber, Arthur Tracey – the Street Singer, who would have been smartly turned away from the forecourt of the Stoneleigh Hotel.


On Sunday mornings, braced by a visit to the Stoneleigh Hotel, he would take me around to Clandon Close. This weekly visit to his mother was something he dreaded and it was not difficult to see why. Her dismissive skill was subtle and brutal, sometimes no more than a thin smile, a watery upward look or an amused intake of breath, a scanning cauterizing instrument which rendered any endeavour puny or extravagantly indulgent. Her son was her prize victim.


There was one incident which she resurrected constantly with controlled, unabating bitterness. In the course of the Sunday lunchtime catechism of his present employment, preferably, or unemployment, his health and myself, she always struck back to her true course – Money. In particular, the money he, as a child, had cost his parents through wilful ill-health and some kind of applied original sin. The high point of this bitter retrospect was the South African Incident. She would take as her cue something like a glance at my new overcoat or pair of shoes, and say to him, ‘Of course, when you had that trip to South Africa it cost your father and me a great deal of money … a great deal.’ When he was about twelve my father had won the first prize in a drawing competition sponsored by the Daily Mail, a small sum of money and a round trip by boat to Cape Town. The prize was regarded as an outlandish and impractical one for him to accept because of his frailty and chronic asthma. Eventually and reluctantly he was allowed to board the steamer bound for Cape Town. A few days out in the Bay of Biscay he suffered a violent attack of asthma and was sent ashore to a hospital in Lisbon for some weeks before being shipped home with the bill of several hundred pounds. It was a mishap he was never allowed to forget. The account of the family borrowings and scrapings inflicted by his unhappy prize was repeated to him until he died and still recalled afterwards. Like a mark of inner folly the prize caught up with him in death, as she always knew it would. I never heard her say a kindly word to him or of him. When both her children died, both in their thirties, she spoke only of the bitter injustice of her daughter’s early death.


If the pebble-dash house in Clandon Close was not exactly a dead-and-alive hole there was little activity inside or around it. It led nowhere, a terminus of semi-detached inertia. The houses in and around were a uniform standard, scattered in their ribbon millions all over England between the wars. There were occasional attempts at exotic variations such as extra bow windows in odd places or patio-type entrances which seemed to be useful for nothing but umbrellas. Bungalows, with concrete front gardens, had a sort of jaunty independence, inhabited by a somewhat younger set, often without children. My grandmother’s house was not typical because it was the type itself. The hall was a small, unusable area flanked on one side by a tiny lavatory and bathroom and on the right side by a room which was usually called, for some reason, the Playroom. In most houses it was used as a cloakroom or for storing old toys and golf clubs. A few self-important husbands might even call it the Study or the Den, but there would be few books there, just News Chronicle give-away editions of Charles Dickens or the Waverley novels gathering dust behind the golf clubs.


Novels were read in other rooms, borrowed from the twopenny library in the Parade. Biographies of statesmen or soldiers came from the public library. Few letters were written except at Christmas and Easter, few dens contained a desk. Letter writing was a practice which was foreign to the people who lived here. They were immune or indifferent to contact, past or present, as if they came from nowhere and wanted to keep it that way. Routine was Stoneleigh’s altar, its liturgy Radio Normandy, its mother’s milk a nice quiet hot drink as usual after yet another nice quiet evening. Casual entertaining or informal hospitality were like tolerating a smell on the landing or a blocked-up sink. Conviviality seldom went beyond planned visits from relatives. Whim or sudden impulse was unthinkable and blasphemed against the very idea of the God Routine. The litany read: ‘I just have to have my routine. If I don’t have my routine I don’t know where I am,’ or ‘Well, before we start anything we’ve got to work out a routine.’ I think Routine. Therefore I am Routine.


Spontaneity was bad breath to them. Certainly Grandma Osborne’s conviction of her son’s wanton instability would only have been confirmed if she had seen my maternal grandmother sitting long into the night with my father, my grandfather swearing over the Watch Tower and the News of the World, eating eel pie and faggots, drinking port and Guinness, disregarding time, health and tomorrow. What little social contact took place in Stoneleigh was mostly on the station platform and from the high-fenced back gardens on summer Sundays, when the air was broken in the early afternoon by repeated cries of ‘Come on, it’s getting cold; it’s on the table’, as if some sick or dying patient needed attention or the kiss of life. The few telephones, always beside the front door next to the coatstand in the hall, like an unwanted ornament or vacuum cleaner, can seldom have been used for idle conversation. Sited by the coldest draught with nowhere to sit, it was an instrument for discouraging communication, forbidding it in the interest of frugality of pocket and spirit, only to be used in the reporting of sickness, disaster or death.


Apart from the offensive notion of outside interferences like casual friendly visits, there was a similar attitude to religion which was looked upon largely as an intrusion from outside, better kept out of the house, like a muddy dog which would mark the furniture with its paws. The nearest church was up in the shopping parade by the railway station and the Stoneleigh Hotel. I can’t remember what denomination it was but it looked like a steepled garage, less assured than the Great West Road factory Papist style, so it was probably Non-Conformist, a religion more suited to Stoneleigh, itself no place for Sunday drunkenness and large families. I had no contact with church at all until we went to live in Ewell Village, which had a reasonably ancient parish church where I became a choir member for a short time, purely for venal reasons. We were paid one and sixpence a week, plus funeral and wedding fees.


Although Grandma Grove had been brought up as a Wesleyan by her minister father, she had given her daughter no religious instruction at all and never went near a church herself. ‘We worked too hard to go to church.’ As for the Christmas disputations between my mother and her sister, these were conducted on the Cavalier–Roundhead level of hypocrites versus the really good guys. My grandfather’s religiosity was held to stem entirely from getting over the DTs and as a method of atoning for a lifetime’s sexual voraciousness. It was accepted without question that Grandma Osborne, an ordinary Welsh Anglican, never went to church. God would not like her to risk her health by going out in the cold. Even in the height of summer her frailty demanded dispensation and was gladly given in His divine understanding of her. Instead, she would lie back in her chair, eyes closed, legs crossed and her high-heeled shoes tapping, as she listened to the Sunday evening hymns on the wireless. She seemed to know them all by heart. For all her show of austerity and undefined self-sacrifice, she was an incomparably lazy woman, as comfort-loving and selfish as a cat. Her husband did all her shopping for her and the wireless did her churchgoing.


My father was particularly contemptuous of clergymen, even more than civil servants. It must have had something to do with his experiences in hospital, when he never allowed them near him. His mother, too, had not bothered to give him any religious encouragement, possibly thinking he was unworthy of the effort. Grandma Grove didn’t go to church because she worked too hard; Grandma Osborne didn’t go because she hardly worked at all. Sponging off relatives was her God-given burden and her only daily toil.


The Bible was almost unknown to me until I later attended the Church of England school in Ewell. What distinguished this place was that more boys were caned more often during Scripture lessons than others. Sometimes it was for giggling at the salacious parts of the Old Testament, but often the result of divine, random whim of its instrument, the headmaster, Mr Jones, a fierce Welshman, whose lips would glisten with excitement as he swept around the classroom – all eyes lowered – looking for the next victim of unjust wrath. It was said that Mr Jones was very religious indeed because he was Welsh, and very Welsh at that. As the only other excessively Welsh person I knew was my grandmother with her feet-tapping and meticulous hymn singing, I assumed that being Welsh and believing in God were the darkest heart of religion. It was easy to imagine God with a firmament South Wales accent, whereas Jesus might easily come from Surrey; if not from Stoneleigh then from one of the larger houses in the better-still rural parts of Ewell, in the nice fresh air and certainly well away from any satanic mills.


There was something almost relaxing about the God Routine as practised with such ruthless self-containment by Grandma Osborne. It made a comforting change from the chaos of my mother’s irritability and snarling boredom. By comparison, she was kindly, blessedly consistent in her entrenched detachment, and unknown to lose her temper. A strange thing. To have lost her temper would have been a breach with routine and not to be countenanced. Through all the Family Rows I witnessed I never once heard her raise her voice. She withdrew like a Judo Black Belt, using the weight of her opponents’ bluster and shouting to throw them over her shoulder with that watery smile.


Supported by her son-in-law for looking after his child, my grandmother ruled over their two up and two down as if it were a country house while my grandfather played the role of the docile retainer. I liked the old man very much, but he was a shambling, shy figure who said little. Throughout the day he made breathy whistling sounds as if he were talking to himself. The only thing I ever remember him saying to me was pointing out someone in the street. ‘Do you know who that man is?’ ‘No,’ I said. ‘That man is a Socialist. Do you know what a Socialist is?’ ‘No.’ ‘Well, a Socialist is a man who never raises his cap to anyone.’ It didn’t occur to me then that no one in Clandon Close ever wore a cap except to play golf at weekends: caps worn in the pretence of golf playing. My grandfather wore the cloth sort, with a white muffler. His daughter, as if in conspiracy with her mother, gave him one for Christmas. He wore his badge gratefully. Perhaps it reminded him of the land of his mothers, where it would have gone unnoticed. Like my grandmother he was terminally lazy. He had not worked for many years and a fiction was kept up that he went to the Labour Exchange regularly to find odd jobs and gardening, which he may have done. No one took this very seriously, including my grandfather. He made occasional impassioned pleas that he was doing his best. He probably was; Stoneleigh, being little more than a settlement by the railway line, was not the kind of place where people employed jobbing gardeners or handymen. Self-containment was the rule. Self kept resolutely unto self. It was not merely a matter of income. Even a jobbing gardener in the shed or cleaning woman in the house would have threatened unwanted intimacy. His failure was doubtless genuine and his relief, too. He was allowed pocket money by my grandmother from Uncle Harry’s allowance, which he was permitted to spend on an odd pint of beer and a packet of Woodbines.


Treated contemptuously as a servant, he managed to behave like a dignified one. Even my mother patronized him, something she could do to none of the other Osbornes, gleefully pressing the odd shilling into his hand. He was shown scant affection and I had the rarest pleasure of feeling sorry for an adult. The most responsible task he was given was packing his daughter’s trunks when she was going back to Nigeria, and his skill in doing this was acknowledged even by my grandmother. Apart from his brief lessons in Socialism, a demonstration of the classical straight left in boxing, and of packing, the only other thing he tried to teach me was his Countryman-Tramp’s Walk, the one my father had already inherited.


Disarmingly, in these four rooms his wife behaved like Mrs Danvers in Rebecca, keeping a firm eye on her tiny kitchen as if it were the butler’s pantry. Although there was little to do apart from cleaning the fire grate, getting in wood and coal, Grandpa Osborne was not allowed to sit down or even light up a cigarette before lunch. He would often wait standing in the kitchen until he received his shopping instructions, which were small enough (‘drop in at the Co-op … bakery up on the Parade’) for three people, but were planned as if for a country-house weekend. Almost his most important errand was changing Grandma’s library book at the twopenny library. She admitted that this was an extravagance but maintained that the public library didn’t have the sort of books she liked, implying she had a special, refined taste. The truth was that she thought her husband incapable of even choosing a book for her whereas at the twopenny library they knew, of course: Ethel M. Dell, Netta Muskett and, that pre-war Dickens of them all, read and re-read again, Warwick Deeping. She didn’t really want new books, rather the same books again. And, of course, she was also too lazy to either make the choice herself or walk a quarter of a mile to the Parade. Books had to be offered to her like an afternoon sweetie.


When the old man was finally given his instructions he would stay out for the rest of the morning. The shops were only ten minutes away and his list filled a small piece of paper. He was never asked what took him so long. He was out from under her feet. The Stoneleigh Hotel was not a place where unemployed old men are offered drinks, however long they sit in corners with near-empty glasses. Apart from going to the public library a mile or so away, he would sometimes mumble that he had been up to the Labour Exchange, knowing he was disbelieved. I think he just went for walks in Nonsuch Park on his own.


They never got up later than seven o’clock, breakfast was eaten and washed up by eight-thirty. The only reason it was necessary to keep to these spartan hours in such an otherwise indolent household was in order to have an Early Dinner, which was essential to the living of a Proper Normal Life, supposedly in the interests of my cousin Tony. The God Routine had to be obeyed even if, as in their case, it was to countenance sloth rather than endeavour. Its Prime Hours were as fixed as Sext, Nones and Compline, being Early Breakfast, Early Dinner, Early Tea, Early Supper and Early Bed. To have even considered Late Breakfast or Late Supper would have broken the rule of Grandma’s enclosed order. I’m sure she never had either in her life. Had she been there she would certainly have made sure that the Last Supper was an Early one. Whatever the old man pretended to be doing he was back in time for dinner. By saying Dinner rather than Lunch, she did not, like my mother, categorize the rich and privileged as people who had Dinner at Night. She regarded them as Late instead of Early, staying up Too Late and eating Too Much. Their own Early Dinner would be ready at half-past twelve or a quarter to one at the latest and would be washed up by one-thirty.


It was then time for grandfather to go upstairs to bed for his afternoon sleep, where he would lie down on his own in his long underwear until it was time for him to come down and make the tea. Meanwhile, she would have her Rest. One was supposed to make as little noise as possible during this, although she affected to be indulgent about it. She would read out from the South Wales and Newport Argus, the only paper she ever read at length, mostly the names of those in the Births, Marriages and Deaths columns.


Death received first attention. Birth announcements were a matter of counting months on fingers. A few marriages produced a sniff of respectful approval but most a sceptical intake of breath. It was as if almost everyone at home had committed some predictable foolishness, like the girlish mistake of her own marriage. My mother in one of her occasional prurient confidences told me that Auntie Annie, as Grandma Osborne was known, had only allowed Grandpa to touch her twice during their marriage. This was when they were both managing the King’s Arms in Newport at the turn of the century, and she submitted herself to this unroutinelike ordeal solely after secret tippling while working behind the bar, a job she despised and held to be far beneath her. It rang true. Nancy was born in 1903. Grandpa Osborne, poor neutered old dog, was to die in 1941, going without his oats for thirty-eight years. I thought of them in their feather bed, of the old man lying upstairs alone every afternoon, Annie downstairs reading the South Wales Argus. What were his thoughts? Denied affection, sex, respect, even the work he shunned. Years later, George Devine told me a story about his own father. George’s uncle was dying when he confided to him that George’s mother had only allowed his father to approach her once. ‘Only the once, George.’ The result was George. Innocent of calculation, his father would sometimes give her presents of flowers or chocolates. Her response was always the same: ‘Oh, I see. I know what you want. Well, you’re not going to get it.’ I always used to call him ‘One shot George.’


After the South Wales Argus my grandmother would flip through the Daily Mail which she thought a Good Sensible Paper and which contained her favourite journalist, Collie Knox, and her daughter’s intellectual choice, Beverley Baxter, who she thought wrote wonderfully on the theatre. She said it as if it were self-evident, in spite of the fact that, apart from the pantomine, she had never been to a London theatre in her life. Beverley Nichols was another great favourite with both of them. Then, sinking her court shoes into the leathery squash of the pouffe, she would settle into her latest Warwick Deeping. Every afternoon for forty years the rigour of her daily regime was proclaimed by her uplifted court shoes. No one dared point out to her that she spent more than half the day sitting or snoozing in them.


The sitting-room itself (unlike my mother she knew better than to say Lounge) was shabby and dark, with a mixture of old sub-standard Harrods furniture and threadbare Victorian relics of middling monstrosity. The floor was covered with ancient Indian carpets, drained by time of any of their original colours. On the walls were aged Pre-Raphaelite prints, and the mantelshelf was littered with a selection of trophies from Nigeria – brass boxes in the shape of iguanas and monkeys, the sort of thing you see nowadays at African airports. The only thing of any possible value was a handsome carriage clock. A large turtle shell stood in the fireplace, a shield against anyone who might ever think of lighting the fire before the statutory seven o’clock. A huge walnut sideboard dominated the whole of one wall from floor to ceiling. It was the altarpiece, always covered with offerings contained in silver bowls, filled with a selection of nuts, fruit, tangerines, and her own home-made treacle toffee, which had its own silver salver and a silver toffee hammer. Quite delicious it was too. These luxuries, never available to me at home, were always to be had however hard the times were said to be. She had that masterly talent of the middle classes for complaining bitterly about her financial condition with no palpable change in her way of life. She must have achieved almost exactly what she wanted: a nice Early Night, a nice Early Life. It was certainly easy, easy and empty of spirit. She personified the terrible sin of sloth at its most paltry. Not the sloth of despair in the face of God. Despair would be like staying up spiritually too late. Every afternoon of this replete lifetime of self-conceit and cosseting, a bit of toffee or butterscotch went down a treat with Warwick Deeping.


After twenty minutes or so her head would fall back rather as if she was going to break into hymn singing. Her mouth would open, her teeth start sucking in the air and she would begin snoring lightly. I often sat with her during these afternoons, watching this unfailing event. Not daring to move, I would turn over the pages of my book or comic as carefully as possible. It was accepted without question that Grandma did not go to sleep in the afternoon. To have woken her would have broken the spell for me as well as for her, like rousing some mythic animal in a dark cave, and she would have had to go through the irritable charade of pretending she was still reading old Warwick and miss the rest of her frozen snooze. She thought that she could melt unobserved into something resembling a stone abbess prone upon her tomb.


The only person who ever had malice or nerve enough to challenge this delusion was my mother. She would watch in sneering anticipation waiting for her to wake up. When my grandmother did so, slowly rising like a lounge Lazarus, she would get her punch in before the old lady had time to come up from the count. ‘Well, Mother, did you have a nice sleep? Nice sleep?’ ‘Sleep? I’ve not been asleep!’ ‘Oh, come off it, Mother, of course you’ve been asleep. Don’t be silly, we could all see you. You had your mouth wide open and you were snoring.’ ‘I was not snoring.’ ‘Everybody heard you.’ My mother would look at me appealingly, but she got no help from my corner. ‘I never go to sleep in the afternoons.’ ‘But you do, mother. Everybody knows that.’ ‘I was not asleep.’ ‘Then what were you doing?’ Contemptuous pause. ‘I was just closing my eyes.’ They were the few occasions my mother ever managed to score, almost her only satisfaction until her triumphant coup the day, years later, when she pitched the old lady from her pouffe into a local authority home.


Cousin Tony was also supposed to have his afternoon rest. Being a year older and the baser part of her son, I was allowed to sit and read. I had no wish to join him as I detested him. He was one of the few children in Clandon Close who used the Playroom as a playroom, but the only game I remember playing with him was that of King George’s Funeral. This was done by arranging his vast army of toy soldiers on the floor of his room and into a procession leading to his toy fort which served as Westminster Abbey. He even had a magnificent gun-carriage. Behind it he placed the king’s horse, with boots reversed and his little dog behind him. We were, at the ages of five and six, both well instructed in the minute details of that occasion. But when I say ‘play’, Tony ran a commentary and he moved the pieces about. I was a patronized spectator.


Tony was an ingenious and malevolent schemer, proudly encouraged by his grandmother, to whom he was undoubted heir apparent. No one, child or adult, was allowed to challenge his domain or his tantrums, flagrant lying and dwarfish bullying. Nurturing him, imposing him on any company, Grandma Osborne alone seemed to be aroused to excitement by him. I was repeatedly instructed by my mother never to retaliate whenever he surprised me with his armoury of kicks, finger twistings or rabbit punching. Having disabled me with one of these, he would howl off to Grandma, accusing me of his own offence. He was always believed. Later, of course, I found it to be a common technique among adults, particularly in marriage. After his father finally took him away from Clandon Close he went to a Welsh public school – Christ’s College, Brecon – then to Sandhurst, where he contracted TB and was invalided out. As a schoolboy, he became very solemn and priggish. I had an argument with him one day about the advisability of free love. He looked at me sternly and said in a comic, Clive Jenkins-type Welsh accent, ‘If God had intended men and women to have sexual intercourse together without marriage he would never have invented venereal disease.’ When I met him years later, he had become a probation officer in Macclesfield, rather mild and thoughtful. It was hard to think of him as the odious child who had plotted to get me into trouble at all times. His name, incidentally, was Tony Porter. Perhaps it was a wry remembrance of his persecution to borrow his surname for a character in a play.


At almost exactly four o’clock my grandfather would come down the stairs, making his soundless whistle like a despairing kettle and go to the kitchen. Hearing him, my grandmother would slowly arouse herself like an alerted cat to resume her upright Deeping position, pushing her spectacles up on her nose and sucking the plate of her false teeth back into place. She would take the cup of tea proffered to her without thanks and without looking at him, avoiding the sight of the bare feet underneath his combinations. She would then go into the bathroom to rearrange her hair, which was a strange substance when dressed, like a saucepan scourer made of white spider’s web. She belonged to the generation that boasted of sitting on its own hair, and indeed she could as I saw – rarely – in her bedroom. How she managed to gather up this strange filmy mass into what looked like a bearskin hair-net was most baffling. I was convinced that in the mildest breeze it must surely blow off and reveal a bald skull. As she hardly ventured out, even into the garden, I was never to know.


An elaborate tea followed, however delayed or inadequate Uncle Harry’s monthly cheque might be. There were nearly always two kinds of bread and butter, two kinds of home-made jam, possibly a sponge cake, Dundee cake, rock cakes, eggs perhaps; soused mackerel was one of her specialities, as were her pickled onions, mussels and cabbage. Children’s Hour was put on exactly at five o’clock – she wasn’t going to waste electricity – and, while Grandpa puffed his first evening Woodbine in the kitchen, the three of us would sit down and listen to it until it was time for Tony to go to bed and for my grandfather to take me home, leaving Grandma to a nice play on the wireless or Monday Night at Seven before Early Supper – Marmite sandwiches or biscuits and cheese – then bed, Warwick Deeping and an Early Night.




When we grow too old to dream …





Jim and Annie Osborne were what my mother would call the ‘wash outs’ of the family. The old man’s profligate days of playing cricket and rugby instead of looking after the jeweller’s shop in Newport had come to a dead end in a pointless green circle of suburban grass. The Countryman-Tramp’s walk had led to the cul-de-sac of family handyman, with little family and little to hand. His brother Harry, once the mayor of Newport and chairman of the Conservative Association, was long since dead. His older brother Tom had prospered moderately in the small ironworks that their mother had left him and was now retired to an hotel in Bournemouth with his wife, Lottie. They paid very occasional visits to Clandon Close, rather as if they were visiting an ailing relative in the workhouse. Grandma became skittishly attentive on these occasions and intent on pleasing Auntie Lottie, a huge woman like a balloon of flowered wallpaper in an enormous hat, who talked about her own money and her own bridge game. Trying to remember it, I feel that Auntie Lottie’s heavily veiled message to the assembled company was that if there was ever anything to come, Jim and Annie must learn to live with little expectations. Jim said little, staying in the kitchen, preparing the tea and serving it while Annie admired Auntie Lottie’s immense jewellery and the huge car outside. The two brothers said little to each other, possibly because Uncle Tom was almost stone deaf, although my mother, in one of her rare perceptive moments, told me that he exaggerated his deafness in order to avoid talking to Auntie Lottie.


Large, pink-faced, white-haired, Tom could have been a General’s orderly. Lottie’s common, boastful silliness was apparent even to me and enhanced her husband’s dignity, if that’s what it was and not deafness or stupidity. His deafness may have been a shield but it was worn with authority. His eyes seemed to be on me throughout the visit. I was unused to scrutiny from adults even in reproof. Grown-up boredom was most embarrassing when adults invariably feigned interest: ‘And how are you getting on at school? … What subjects do you like best? … Want to be when you grow up?’ Mercifully, Auntie Lottie was as uninterested in children as other grown-ups and ignored me, though she might acknowledge my cousin. But the old man’s eyes stayed with me, disregarding Tony who whined, screamed and demanded, unchecked by his grandmother. It was hard to look away, so I looked down. If he had some message for me he would give it to me in a secret manner. When they got up to leave, he would hang back at the sitting-room door, nudging his brother ahead of him and turn round to me. Staring down at me he would press a half-crown in to my palm, close it hard and say, ‘Not a word to anyone’, and go quickly. Tony Porter never got so much as a good-bye. It was a sweet conspiracy between the deaf and the silent.


Apart from Grandma’s sisters from Newport there were other occasional visitors. There was Auntie Lulu, my father’s cousin, who lived in, of all places, East Cheam, some four or five miles away. Stoneleigh was a world away from East Cheam’s leafy roads, detached houses and surrounding gentle pastures. Lulu’s husband, Uncle John, was an accountant, a pale weedy figure who looked obscenely exposed without his bowler hat, like a turtle without its shell. Somehow, my father made his own bowler seem degenerate, defiant and bohemian. I don’t know how he managed it. Perhaps because his own hat had seen many a lovely Late Night. Uncle John’s bowler was extra work, hung on the hook of Early Night forever. My father despised him: ‘whey-faced, wormy little bank teller’. He usually concealed his rages with unconvincing politeness to contain his sparse energy, an instinct I may have inherited. He was a reluctant and poor dissembler, but his contempt for Uncle John was fearsome, even to an eight-year-old. John had a black saloon car, a telephone and ‘such a pretty daughter’, Jill, who was the first vaguely middle-class little girl I ever met. Twice I was asked to her East Cheam birthday parties. I had known nothing like it and had no idea of how to behave. Few little boys were invited and those that were ignored me. The little girls seemed quite vicious, their favourite word being ‘spiteful’, as they inflicted some physical or verbal nastiness on one another. I was prepared to be impressed by pretty cousin Jill in the same craven way as my grandmother with Auntie Lulu. When I arrived at the front door she was receiving her guests in a dress which was a cross between a velvet nappy and a tutu. My grandmother would obviously have thought it perfect for such a pretty little girl. She had an enormous velvet bow in her hair and looked like a slightly indecent ice-cream salesgirl at the Odeon. She stared at me so coldly I wondered if I had been invited.


I was never to go to any other of these children’s parties, which were and are apparently such an unenviable feature of English middle-class life. Like most grown-up parties they seemed competitive gatherings planned to promote as much noise and ill-will as possible. I had never seen so much food, though I ate little, feeling that there must be some unwritten rules to break. The one rule I did absorb was that you must eat lots of bread and butter before your jelly or anything really delicious, so I obediently ate my bread and butter while the good things disappeared. Then came humiliating Pig in the Middle, the Farmer’s Wife, Ring-a-Ring o’ Roses, Musical Chairs, none of which I had heard of, let alone played. When the overseeing mothers decided these revels were becoming more like a frilly tribal riot we were ushered into a room to watch Felix the Cat and Bonzo the Dog. The projector stammered and the little girls screamed and punched and kicked the boys. In the future, only the school air-raid shelters were nearer to mayhem. I didn’t like Felix or Bonzo anyway. Most comedy films that delighted other children disturbed and distressed me. Laurel and Hardy, Chaplin and later Abbott and Costello and the Three Stooges; circus clowns, Punch and Judy shows, all filled me with sick premonitions. I even sat gloomily through Cowboy films, before they were elevated into Westerns, while all around were cheering and stoking my dislike for them and what I was watching.


At Jill’s party there was worse to come, that Strolling Player of the Nursery, the Party Uncle. His assumption that all children at heart are retarded four-year-olds was correct, for that was how he made his howling audience behave with scarcely any effort. His absurd tricks and, ‘Come along, children’ seemed like an invitation to Hell on Earth. I had scarcely ever felt such panic and loathing. I longed to get to the door, say good-bye to cousin Jill if she would speak to me, collect my bag with its orange and banana and remember to say thank you very much to Auntie Lulu and wormy Uncle John. For some reason, my mother forced me to go again, implying I was a lucky boy to be asked. The third year I refused. This time my mother didn’t bother to argue.


Passing looks at Christmas


I remember some Christmases very vividly and some not at all. My early Christmases were spent between Harbord Street and Clandon Close. Christmas Day in one and Boxing Day in the other. When I was twelve I was in a nursing home for sick boys. When I was twenty-one I was drinking evaporated milk and eating brown bread and peanut butter on a camp bed in a theatre on Hayling Island.


The highlight of Christmas at both houses was the Family Row. The common acrimony and bitterness of generations would claim its victims long before the Christmas wrappings had been thrown away. It was impossible not to be caught in some cross-fire or stray flack at some points during these festive manoeuvres. I would be attacked through my mother for her profligate spending on the new clothes I might be wearing. You could be made to feel very foolish indeed standing in your new jacket or trousers which suddenly seemed to sprout pound-note signs all over them.


The Osborne Row differed from the Grove Row but they had their similarities. With the Groves at Tottenham or Harbord Street the atmosphere would be violent, even physically, and thick with accumulated melodrama. Religion was a favourite launching pad, even though only Grandpa Grove and Auntie Queenie seemed to have any religious beliefs at all. The Osborne Family Rows, in spite of the fact that they were unheedingly Christian, were centred on the related subject of money. Their disputations were on wills, testaments, entails; who had been left out, what some loved one’s real intentions had been and how subsequently thwarted after death.


The Osborne Family Row was more reticent, subtle, bitter and less likely forgotten. It was stage-managed by my grandmother, like a child who alone knows the rules of a new game so that it is assured of winning. About four o’clock on Boxing Day, the appetite for muscatels and almonds and Chinese figs would begin to pall. A dawdling disappointment hung in the air. Into this let-down lull, Grandma would make the first throw. The game was hers and the name of the game was money and property. The property was mostly of a very small kind: a reference to some diamond engagement rings foolishly pawned at the wrong time; pawn tickets lost or unredeemed; fur coats handed on to the wrong recipient; wills misinterpreted; wills wrongful; unintended; insurance policies not taken out or allowed to lapse; stocks withheld; shares pledged. Nothing was beyond recall or valuation. Even my father’s notorious Lisbon hospital bills were itemized yet again.


Having started the game rolling, the old woman would sit back in her hymnal posture, the corners of her mouth tucked into a smile and wait for all the other players to make wrong moves. My mother said little and when she did was ruled out of order and, by implication, stupid. My father seemed to become whiter and thinner than ever, watching his mother as she sat back, her eyes half-closed like a smug fakir. I could swear she was singing in her head contentedly, ‘Say not the struggle naught availeth’, or one of her favourite self-loving songs, which sucked up to the innocence of brave old age, like ‘When We Grow Too Old to Dream’ or ‘Little Old Lady Passing By’. She regarded these songs as some kind of personal tribute to her own geriatric divinity. They were only two of the many Battle Hymns praising a world made in the image of Grandma.


The Grove Family Rows were not masterminded but emerged from a port-wine haze of unsated disappointment. Grandma Grove was a stoic rather than an optimist. What the two families shared was the heart pumped from birth by misgiving. Not a proud misgiving of the spirit but a timid melancholy or dislike of joy, effort or courage: ‘I don’t suppose it’ll last.’ … ‘I knew it wouldn’t last.’ … ‘How do you know it’ll work?’ … ‘But aren’t you worried?’ … ‘Well, there’s nothing we can do about it.’ … ‘No use crying over it.’ … ‘Can’t expect too much, go too far, only get disappointed …’


Disappointment was oxygen to them. Their motto might have been ante coitum triste est. The Grove despond was all chaos, shouting and tearful rebukes. Their battle cries were: ‘You’ve always had it easy.’ … ‘You didn’t have to go out to work like I did when I was twelve.’ … ‘You were always Dad’s favourite.’ … ‘What about you and Mum then?’ … ‘I’ve worked hard for everything I’ve ever had.’ The Osborne slough was full of sly casual strokes, all the more wounding to my mother because no one said openly what they meant, not about money and certainly not about property, but about emotional privilege, social advantage, hypocrisy and religiosity against ordinary plain dealing. The Osbornes appeared to preserve calm while being more succinct and specific. Their bitterness and sense of having been cheated from birth were certainly deeper. If my mother tried to wade in to an Osborne Row she was soon made speechless by the cold stare of Grandma and the passing looks of amusement between her and Nancy as my mother mangled the language and mispronounced words and became confused at their silences. ‘Did you see that?’ she’d say afterwards. ‘They were passing looks.’ She would flush through her flaking Tokalon powder, bite her nails and turn to my father for support, which seldom came.


For Boxing Day, Grandma Osborne had perfected a pumpkin trick which turned all the cold Christmas pudding and mince pies suddenly into funeral baked meats. She did it almost on the stroke of five and in one wand-like incantation. Lying back in the Hymnal position, she would close her eyes, smile her thin gruel of a smile and say,’ Ah, well, there’s another Christmas over.’ I dreaded the supreme satisfaction with which she laid the body of Christmas spirit to rest. In this one phrase she crushed the festive flower and the jubilant heart. On New Year’s Eve she used less relish in confirming that there was little reason to feel good about the year passing and certainly less about the coming one.


Two days of bewilderment, betrayal, triumph and, above all, irredeemable and incurable disappointment ended. My parents gathered up our presents. A redemptive after-battle calm settled over the sitting-room strewn with wrapping paper and ribbon. We shuffled out in near silence back to Stoneleigh Park Road and my father’s whisky bottle. Another Christmas Over. And in the beginning God created Grandma. To her the Inferno was as unthinkable as Paradise.
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