

[image: ]








[image: alt]

















Praise for William Golding:




 





‘Golding deserves rediscovery, and if he gets it, then this biography – sympathetic without being idolatrous, detailed without becoming boring, learned, witty, insightful and humane, a model of its kind – will be in large measure responsible.’ Robert Harris, Sunday Times




 





‘Excellent … Golding has been fortunate in his biographer.’ Frank Kermode, London Review of Books




 





‘Funny, generous, humane and unsparing, Carey has a sharpness of eye and shapeliness of phrase that perfectly match his subject … As a result we can now do to Golding what his writing habitually did to the world. We can look at him with fresh eyes.’ Robert Douglas-Fairhurst, Daily Telegraph




 





‘Ground-breaking … a model of tact, delicacy, sensitivity, light humour and diligence.’ Jerome Boyd Maunsell, Evening Standard




 





‘Masterly.’ Matthew D’Ancona




 





‘The unobtrusive elegance of Carey’s prose is a continual source of pleasure … This book is rare among biographies of twentieth-century novelists in doing an effective job of joining the life dots to the art dots.’ Leo Robson, New Statesman




 





‘Admirable and continuously interesting.’ Allan Massie, Times Literary Supplement




 





‘Partisan, tough-minded, and taking the usual unsparing Carey line against anyone unwise enough to get in his way … Carey is excellent on what gives the novels their distinctive patina, that odd mix of symbolism, derring-do, and elemental human hurt.’ D. J. Taylor, Independent




 





‘Carey’s achievement in this exemplary study is to reveal the complexity of Golding’s life and work.’ Michael Arditti, Daily Mail ‘Fascinating … Carey uses the access he has to Golding’s personal letters, book drafts and journals to illuminate the author’s writing process and untangle his thoughts.’ Harry McGrath, Sunday Herald




 





‘Does exactly what a literary biography should do and sends you back to the novels. They turn out to be just as good as we always thought.’ Philip Hensher, Spectator




 





‘Carey is a superb explanatory critic. He devotes a good half of his many pages to literary exegesis … They throw open a door on some of the most challenging, yet rewarding, fictions we have.’ John Sutherland, The Times




 





‘Fascinating … brilliant.’ Raleigh Trevelyan, Literary Review




 





‘Superlatively readable … sympathetic and beautifully written … a wonderful piece of work.’ Kevin Power, Sunday Business Post




 





‘Full of startling revelations.’ Tatler




 





‘Masterly … fascinating. Carey writes with refreshing clarity and Golding’s peculiar life story is told with an attractive energy and relish.’ Alexander Waugh, Standpoint




 





‘Carey’s is the first biography of this key author of the twentieth century and it is hard to see it being bettered.’ Harry Mead, Northern Echo




 





‘Superb … absorbing.’ Richard Harries, Church Time
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Paul Joyce’s portrait study of WG in 1977: ‘a cross between Captain Hornblower and Saint Augustine’ (Michael Ayrton) (Paul Joyce / National Portrait Gallery, London)
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Lieutenant Golding RNVR, senior officer of the Bishop Wordsworth’s School Sea Cadets, with an unidentified Royal Navy Captain and the headmaster, Dr Frederick Happold.


WG in an amateur production of A Winter’s Tale ; ‘simply explosive. Though in a minor part he dominated the whole show’.
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Tenace, a Dutch racing hoogaart. For WG she had ‘the clumsy beauty of a double bass’.


WG at Hollins College, Virginia, 1961–2. America brought him ‘fame, wealth and the adulation of the young’.


Aboard the river steamer Maxim Gorky on the Goldings’ 1963 Russian trip.


The Cannes Film Festival 1963: James Aubrey (Ralph) and Hugh Edwards (Piggy) with WG.


At the Booker dinner 1980 when Rites of Passage won.


Front covers of the original editions of Pincher Martin and Free Fall.


WG with Melvyn Bragg on the Dorset coast during filming of the South Bank Show, 1980.


With Charles Monteith at the Royal Society of Literature, celebrating WG’s installation as a Companion of Literature, 1983.


In Stockholm for the Nobel Prize, 1983: WG with Charles Monteith, Ann, HM Queen Silvia, HM King Carl XVI Gustav of Sweden.
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Cobber, with WG up.


WG (on right) with his friend Heinrich Straumann walking in the garden at Tullimaar, the Goldings’ Cornish house, c.1988.






















A Note on Sources





The story this book tells has not been told before. William Golding was a shy, private man, scornful of publicity, and of those who sought it, and strongly averse to the idea of a biography being written in his lifetime. None was, and the sources on which this first biography draws have remained largely unread and untouched since his death.


The Golding archive, which is still in the keeping of his family, and has not previously been made accessible to anyone outside it, is remarkably – and sometimes bewilderingly – rich. It far exceeds in bulk all his published works, and it comprises unpublished novels, both complete and fragmentary, early drafts of published novels, numerous projects and plans, two autobiographical works, one of them concentrating on his relationships with women, and a 5,000-page journal which he kept every day for twenty-two years.


Besides being an intimate account of his private life, and a treasure-house of memories of his childhood and youth, the journal is a behindthe-scenes revelation of the writer’s craft, reporting each day on the progress of whatever novel he is at work on, tracing its origins, trying out alternative plot-lines, and criticizing, often violently, what he has written so far. Further, he began the journal as a dream diary, and though his waking life gradually came to dominate, he continued to record dreams almost to the end, together with his interpretations and identification of the incidents they recalled. As an author’s systematic exploration of his unconscious and examination of his conscious life, Golding’s journal is, I think, unique.


My other main source is the correspondence between Golding and his editor at Faber and Faber, Charles Monteith. It was Monteith who rescued Golding from obscurity. When they first met, Golding was a provincial schoolmaster, forty-two years old, who had written several novels, and sent them to every publisher he could think of, without success. The most recent of the rejects had come into Monteith’s hands, and he worked with Golding to make it publishable, though no one else, either at Faber and Faber or elsewhere, thought that it was. It became a modern classic, Lord of the Flies, which has sold, to date, twenty million copies in the UK alone, and has been translated into over thirty languages.


Monteith remained Golding’s editor, friend, consultant and champion for forty years. Together they developed a spectacularly successful working relationship, the record of which is preserved in hundreds of letters in the Faber and Faber archive. These have remained uninspected until now, and they provide an account of Golding’s development as a writer, his plans, ambitions and fears, his thoughts about his written and unwritten books, his struggles with indecision and despair, and his anxieties as a husband and father and how they affected his work.


A minor problem in quoting from Golding’s manuscripts is his spelling, which was sometimes erratic. It might seem better to correct it, or to draw attention to misspellings so that they are not taken for misprints. However, he anticipated both these alternatives with disfavour. ‘It’s a moody-making thought’, he remarked in his journal on 1 March 1982, ‘that some bugger will either silently (unobtrusively) correct my spelling, or even worse, interrupt the text with brackets and sic in italics. But my bad grammar and bad spelling was me.’ Out of respect for his disquiet I have left any misspellings uncorrected and unsignalled.
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Beginning





His earliest memory was of a colour, ‘red mostly, but everywhere, and a sense of wind blowing, buffeting, and there was much light’. Together with this was an awareness, an ‘unadulterated sense of self ’, which ‘saw as you might with the lens of your eyes removed’. Whether this was actually a memory of his own birth, he is not sure. If so, it was remarkably trouble-free compared to his mother’s experience of the same event. As soon as she had given birth to William Gerald Golding on 19 September 1911 she said to his father, ‘That’ll be all.’


In his next memory he is eighteen months old, maybe less. He is in a cot with a railing round. It has been pulled next to his parents’ brass-framed double bed because he is sick with some childish ailment, and feels a little feverish. It is evening. Thick curtains hang over the window, attached by large rings to a bamboo pole. A gas jet on the wall gives a dim light. He is alone in the room. Suddenly something appears above the right-hand end of the curtain pole. It is like a small cockerel, and its colour is an indistinct and indescribable white. It struts along the pole, its head moving backwards and forwards. It knows he is in the cot, and it radiates ‘utter friendliness’ towards him. He feels happy and unafraid. Just near the mid-point of the pole it vanishes and the friendliness goes with it.


He hopes for it to return, but it does not. When his parents come to bed he tries to tell them about it, using the few words he knows. ‘Thing’, he says, or rather ‘Fing’, and ‘Come back?’ His father laughs, and assures him kindly that the thing won’t come back, he’s been dreaming. But he knows it was not a dream. Seeing it was not like dreaming, nor like waking. Its friendliness was ‘like a whole atmosphere of natural love’. It seemed to come from ‘the centre of all rightness’.


Struggling to tell his parents about it brings him for the first time up against ‘the brute impossibility of communicating’. When he grew up he came to wonder quite what he had seen: ‘Was it an exercise of clairvoyance before growing up into a rationalist world stifled it?’ But he remembered it as one of the most powerful experiences of his life, a glimpse of ‘the spiritual, the miraculous’ that he hoarded in his memory as a refuge from ‘the bloody cold daylight I’ve spent my life in, except when drunk’.


His first certainly dateable memory was his second birthday. He had been given a pair of white kid boots, and felt proud as he looked down and saw them projecting beyond the lace of his pinafore. The pride seems odd to him in retrospect, because it sorts ill with his lifelong antipathy to being tidy or smart or even clean. As an adult, he reflects, he washes or bathes only when the dirt starts to make him feel uncomfortable. But at two he was still, he thinks, ‘half male and half female’, so he took pride in adornment. He remembers, at about the same time, being pushed down the pavement at Marlborough, where they lived, by his nursemaid Lily. He is in a pushchair, not a pram, and dressed in a white silk frock. He is happy and excited because Lily has given him one of her hair-grips, a ring of tortoiseshell with a simple brass-wire clip across it, to pin back his shoulder-length blond curls. It makes him feel ‘one of the right sort of people’, that is, females. He thinks of girls as superior, beautiful beings, and understands their delight in being smooth, round, decorative and pretty. The hair-grip goes some way towards satisfying his deep desire to be one of them.


The little boy who saw the white cockerel, and the little boy wearing Lily’s hair-grip, both remained part of William Golding. The spiritual and the miraculous, and their collision with science and rationality, were at the centre of his creative life. That was the white cockerel’s legacy. The hair-grip boy came to see that what is admired as manliness is often synonymous with destruction and stupidity, and he developed a sympathy with men whose sexual natures took them across conventional gender boundaries.
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Grandparents





His mother’s family, the Curnoes, were Cornish, and lived in Newquay. His mother Mildred claimed that her aquiline nose derived from Phoenician voyagers, who, centuries before, had made the hazardous journey to Cornwall in search of tin. Perhaps the Curnoe menfolk got their taste for travel from the Phoenicians too. Golding’s grandfather Thomas Curnoe and his two sons Tom and William, his mother’s brothers, spent much of their lives abroad. Grandfather Curnoe went off to seek his fortune in the Californian gold rush and later took his skills as a mining engineer to Australia and South Africa. His copy of Mark Twain’s Roughing It was passed down in the family, with his American address on the title page, ‘Bodie, Mono County, Cal.’. Today Bodie is a tourist attraction, one of the best-preserved ghost-towns in the Wild West. But back in the 1880s it was booming. One outraged preacher described it as ‘a sea of sin, lashed by the tempest of lust and passion’. In Golding’s imagination, some of its wildness seems to have rubbed off onto his grandfather. On his Australian trip in 1974 he visited the deserted mining complex of Old Ballarat, another site of his grandfather’s labours, and found himself wondering if the old man had left unknown Curnoe progeny there and in America. He inherited a naval cutlass from his mother’s side of the family, with channels for the blood to run down, and perhaps this added to his boyhood impression of old Curnoe’s wildness.


He thought of his grandfather as an adventurer who missed his chance. At the start of the nineteenth century Newquay had been almost non-existent, just a handful of fishing boats drawn up on the sand, and a house for the lookout. Then came the industrial revolution and the demand for coal. A harbour was built and a rail tunnel bored through the cliff to transport coal for the donkey engines. Grandfather Curnoe reckoned that this was the Newquay of the future, and invested the profit from his various gold-rushes in the mines, where it sank without trace. ‘It came in minin, and ’tis goin’ in minin,’ he observed correctly. What Newquay actually became from the 1890s on was a tourist resort, and if only he had stayed at home and built a hotel he could, Golding estimated, have made a fortune.


It was said that Grandfather Curnoe worked abroad so much because he and his wife would have murdered each other if he had not. She was Mary Elizabeth (née Husband) and they had married in 1869. While he was off in the gold-fields she was reduced to taking in lodgers in her house in Newquay. Golding never saw his grandfather, and thinks he may eventually have just ‘vanished’, finding poverty-stricken Cornwall, a bitter wife and four children too much to bear. (In fact he died in Newquay in July 1904, seven years before Golding’s birth.) Of his grandmother, on the other hand, he had clear memories. She was ‘fierce, mean and dangerous’, taller than his mother, and always clad in black from head to foot. Her face was brown, like a peasant’s. Though his mother called her ‘Ma’, there seemed nothing maternal about her to little Golding. He remembers a terrible occasion when they were staying at his grandmother’s, and his mother gave him a bath in the big bathroom. It was tremendous fun. She would soap his bottom and sit him at the top of the bath’s sloping end. Then he would slide down and hit the warm water with a mighty splash. Suddenly their joy was cut through ‘as with a sword’. A black creature flung open the bathroom door and stood there ‘uttering bloody knives’. There was a ‘whirling fury’ and a slammed door, and his mother was left in tears gathering up the fragments of a broken mirror.


On a later visit – it was his third birthday – he saw, just once, his great-grandmother, a tiny creature ‘in a black bombazine and lace cap and cape’, slumped in a kitchen chair. He tried to speak to her, but could not make her understand. Instead she sang, over and over again, a single phrase: ‘Down to the river in the time of the day’. She had been born, he records, before 1830, ‘while the air was still echoing from the Battle of Waterloo’. (This was almost true: she was Mary Anne Husband (née Teague), born in 1824, and she died on 7 October 1914, a month after her great-grandson saw her).


He came to suspect that the menfolk of the Curnoe family had been addicted to drink, as well as to adventure. There was a strange, perhaps partly imagined, episode when he was playing with his brother Jose in the Curnoe house at Newquay, and came (he says) upon a room piled high with crates of empty whisky bottles and full soda siphons, which the two boys sprayed at each other. The womenfolk, including his mother, had, he thought, made their lives into a respectable fortress that ‘drink and the devil’ could not touch. Looking at photographs of three generations of Curnoe women he saw the same intransigence in each – hair tugged back and faces grimly set, daring the lens ‘to pry below the protected surface’.


His paternal grandparents feature much less prominently in Golding’s reminiscences than the Curnoes. Grandfather Jo Golding was a Bristol bootmaker, who ‘cobbled all his life’, his grandson recalled, but ‘hadn’t a penny’ to bless himself with. As a boy Golding liked him, but he came to be a little ashamed of this side of the family, and condemned himself as a ‘pure and perfect snob’ for being ashamed. Jo’s father Abraham had been a bootmaker too. Jo married Polly (or, more formally, Mary Anne Brain), described on their wedding certificate as a ‘tailoress’, on 3 March 1876, the very day Jo became twenty-one. Polly was twenty. They set up house in Kingswood, Bristol, and Alec, Golding’s father, was born nine months later on 14 December 1876. He was the eldest of their three sons. The other two were named, imaginatively, George Walter Raleigh and Frederick Joseph Othello. Jo died in 1936, but Polly lived on until after the Second World War. There is a Golding family photograph of her with son, grandson, and great-grandchildren, taken in the summer of 1945. Alec remembered his parents as kindly and gentle. Golding’s cousin Eileen described Jo as placid and approachable, while Polly inspired her sons to better things. But Abraham, Alec’s grandfather, had been, Eileen thought, both religious and a drunkard, given to violently bullying his wife and children, and she believed that Alec’s teetotalism and religious scepticism might both be traceable to this experience, whether at first or second hand.


Watching the TV comedy programme Till Death Us Do Part in the 1970s, in which Warren Mitchell played the raucously prejudiced, working-class Alf Garnett, reminded Golding of his ‘proletarian’ connections. He remembered the backstreets of Kingswood as being ‘faintly sordid’, and smelling of dirt and urine.
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Parents





Alec, Golding’s father, influenced him more strongly than any other human being, and fortunately we know a good deal about him because his journal, which he kept regularly from 1899 to 1905, and then more infrequently until 1918, survives. It covers 398 pages of a handsome Log Book, bound in black boards with maroon morocco spine and corners, and a hinged flap with a metal lock that clamps the back cover to the front. Alec says he always kept it locked. It portrays a lonely, embittered, alienated young intellectual who passes through suicidal depression until he finds, in love and marriage, something like happiness. It is also revealing about conditions in the new ‘Board schools’ set up under the Education Acts of the 1870s.


The preface to the journal, dated 27 December 1898, outlines Alec’s previous life and current opinions. He went to Kingswood Wesleyan School at five and did well, eventually becoming a pupil teacher, a decision he has never ceased to regret, ‘for if I hate anything in this world it is teaching youngsters – on such an insignificant salary too’. In 1895, when he was eighteen, he got his first job, at Crew’s Hole School, then moved to Avon Vale School, and passed his London matriculation, first class, in January 1898. At the time of starting the journal he was at the New Higher Grade School, Fairfield Road, on £85 a year.


Under the heading ‘My Ideas on Certain Important Questions’ he lists his beliefs. He holds to ‘the vortex theory of atoms’, and believes that the Supreme Power is energy, as in gravitation and magnetism. Though he attends the local Moravian Church (a Protestant denomination dating back to Jan Hus and his followers in fifteenth-century Bohemia), he believes that Jesus Christ was simply a perfect man, and dismisses much of what the Gospels record as untrue, because they make Jesus say ‘ridiculous things’, such as ‘He that believeth not shall be damned’. Darwin’s theory of evolution is, in his view ‘one of the most sublime conceptions of the human mind’, and puts its formulator ‘far and away above any scientist the world has yet known’. Acquaintances call him ‘Atheist, Sceptic, Fool and Lunatic’ because of these beliefs.


He considers modern society ‘a perfect fraud’ and hates class distinction. Social rank, and ownership of property, should, he holds, be based on a person’s morality and intelligence, not birth. He believes in the equality of men and women, though he does not like ‘cigarette-smoking, cudgel-swinging, manly-mouthed, public-speaking, bloomer-wearing’ modern women. He shuns his female colleagues because of their ‘frivolity’ and they look on him as a ‘freak’. Most of his pastimes are solitary (though he is keen on cricket for a while), and they all take second place to cramming for the exams that will lead eventually to an external London degree. He is bookish. Hugo’s Les Misérables and Kingsley’s Alton Locke and Yeast are among his favourites, and he admires Marie Corelli’s The Sorrows of Satan, though when he reads her Mighty Atom, and finds that she believes an atom to be a ‘curly, twisty thing’, visible under a microscope, his admiration wanes. He starts writing ‘a purely imaginative yarn’ himself, but seems not to have persisted, and on another occasion he composes some verses, though he is disinclined to be ‘added to the list of jingling, long-haired, dreaming rhymesters’. His Latin is advanced enough for him to struggle through some of Horace’s Odes (his copy of Odes Book IV, edited by T. E. Page, 1898, and inscribed ‘Alec A. Golding 4.9.99’ is still among the books in his son’s library), but he finds it ‘deuced hard work’. He plays the violin and buys a second-hand harp; he paints in watercolour and oils, and he is an enthusiastic photographer. On the scientific side, he has a microscope, sends off to a firm in Birmingham for specimen slides, and keeps an aquarium. Cycling is a pleasure, but as his colleagues consider him ‘miserable, ascetic and eccentric’ he generally rides alone. For the same reason finding a companion to accompany him on his summer holiday is difficult. However, he has a week in Cornwall in August 1899 and is enraptured by the landscape and the sea.


He is extremely fastidious, and any hint of sexual immorality offends him. Kingswood is ‘a little hell’. Its staple industry, the boot trade, has attracted ‘scum’ from Northampton, Leicester and Leeds. Vile language is heard on every street, even from children. Couples engage in ‘obscene jests’, and worse. There are many brothels – one at least in Soundwell Road where he lives. A lifelong teetotaller, he watches disdainfully, from his study window, the ‘raucous and immoral’ crowd that spills out from the pub opposite at closing time. Cornwall is little better. He is disgusted to see trippers copulating on the beach and in the fields. One girl, he reports, commits a ‘bestial outrage on common decency’ by perching ingeniously on a railing, and holding up an umbrella to keep the rain off, while her young man engages with her from behind.


Understandably, given this sensibility, he finds the rough Board-school children he teaches hard to deal with, especially as the normal class size is seventy or above. In November 1899 the chairman of the School Management Committee calls him in and tells him he is a ‘failure’, and a hopeless disciplinarian. In his ‘mental agony’ he contemplates suicide, and fears he may go mad. On his doctor’s advice he takes two months off; he also applies for various alternative teaching posts, but is at a disadvantage since he has not attended either university or a teachers’ training college. Things look up briefly when he gets a job at a school in Falmouth, but after one term he is displaced by a college-trained teacher. Back home he takes a post at Crew’s Hole School, where he first taught. He never liked it, and now it is worse than before. The children are ‘awful to cope with’, and an ‘undisciplined rabble’ throw stones at him in the street, shouting ‘Bloody old Golding’. The headmaster advises him to resign, and he feels he ‘could cry with misery and hopelessness’.


His salvation came in November 1900 when he applied successfully for a teaching post in Newquay and took lodgings with a Mrs Curnoe. The Cornish scenery delighted him afresh, and he was soon reproducing it in watercolours and photographs. He found his landlady’s daughter Mildred a ‘sensible’ young person, ‘without conceit or aggressive forwardness’, and when he played the violin of an evening she accompanied him on the piano. All the same, he felt awkward in her company, and wished she were a ‘fellow’ not a girl. At school, things do not go well at first. He is, once again, stoned and hooted at by the boys, and is puzzled by his unpopularity. His Darwinism tells against him, because he identifies himself, in his failure, as one of the unfit. Out on a walk he finds a baby rabbit which seems unable to move. He strokes it and puts it in a sunny spot, but next day finds it dead, and feels kinship with it because, like him, it is has failed in the universal fight for survival – ‘poor little beggar’.


Despite this melancholy reflection, something has clearly changed for the better. Back home in Bristol for the Easter holiday in 1901 he goes to see D’Oyly Carte’s productions of The Mikado, The Gondoliers, Iolanthe and Patience, and has ‘never laughed so heartily’. He also enjoys Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat – a ‘healthy’ contrast, he opines, to ‘horrible’ Jane Eyre, which is a ‘forerunner of the sex novel abomination’. He and Miss Curnoe now go on walks together. He finds her ‘intelligent company’, unlike so many of her sex, and they discuss ‘geology, tidal action, wave motion, plant life, animal life’. As the weeks pass, their conversations become less academic, and he no longer wishes she were a fellow. But he feels it would be dishonourable to propose marriage since he does not earn enough to keep her. Besides, she might turn him down. She keeps saying she wishes she could marry someone with money. This drives him frantic, as it was perhaps intended to, and he is soon so in love he cannot concentrate on anything else.


At last, in January 1903, she consents to marry him and he puts a ring – rubies and brilliants – on her finger. The struggle now is to find a job that pays more than Newquay. He takes a post in London at Addison Garden School, Shepherd’s Bush, but hates it, and it pays only £95 a year. Mildred sends him advertisements and he applies, unsuccessfully, for a dozen jobs in the course of three months. She seems ‘upset and irritable’ all summer, but then rather shocks him by kissing him as his train leaves at the end of the holidays. It is a momentary aberration. Usually ‘Dear M is against any “public” kissing’. In September 1904 he gets a job at a school in Swindon at £100 a year, but ‘Dearest Mildred’ is showing signs of impatience. She takes it into her head that she will be a ‘pianiste’ in a touring company, or, alternatively a ‘useful help’ with a family in Willesden. The ‘diabolical’ dangers attendant on either course horrify Alec, and he is taken aback when Mildred tells him that she would prefer to get a ‘situation’ rather than marry, because she would be independent, whereas marriage is nothing but ‘service without independence’.


However, their bumpy engagement survived. In September 1905 he took a post in Wiltshire, at Marlborough Grammar School, teaching Physics, Chemistry, Drawing and Botany for £125 a year, and on 3 January 1906 he and Mildred were married in Truro cathedral. He was thirty, she thirty-six. They rented a house at 8 Alexandra Terrace, Marlborough, and furnished it for £59 from Wolfe and Hollander, paying £3 a month on the instalment plan. They only just made ends meet, and though Mildred proved a ‘splendid manager’ they were down to their last pennies by the time his January pay cheque arrived. In July the school governors, perhaps hearing that Mildred was pregnant, granted him a rise of £5 a year, but he refused it, considering it ‘beggarly’ compared with the work he had done. They spent the summer in Newquay with Mildred’s family, and she stayed there when he returned to school. On 7 October a telegram told him that Mildred had been safely delivered of a boy at 11 p.m. the previous night. They called him Joseph Thomas Curnoe Golding, but in the family he was always Jose (with a short ‘o’ to rhyme with ‘dose’) or José (his father and brother always used this form in their writing; it is not clear why).


Marriage and fatherhood transformed Alec, giving him new confidence. Nothing seems to be left of the young man who said he hated teaching youngsters. He is replaced by an inspiring schoolmaster who, everyone agreed, had an effortless rapport with children. It must have helped that Marlborough Grammar School was very small. The original Elizabethan grammar school had closed down in 1899 and its ancient buildings were demolished. The new school opened on 6 October 1905, so Alec was one of the first staff members. It was co-educational and had, at first just eighty pupils. Schools he had taught in previously, and hated, had that many in a single class. He stayed at Marlborough for the rest of his working life, and generations of pupils testified to his exceptional gifts. He was loved as well as admired. According to one ex-pupil he looked like a Cornish pixie – short, slight, with a round cherubic face, a gleaming bald pate ringed with white hair, and a snub nose with gold-rimmed spectacles perched on it. The school had no money to spare for scientific equipment, so he made it himself. To illustrate the generation of electricity he converted a treadle sewing machine into a dynamo, with a giant horseshoe magnet and a pair of hand-wound coils the size of jam jars. When vigorously pedalled the whole apparatus shuddered and its flash-lamp bulb flickered triumphantly. He also constructed a water turbine using seventy or eighty teaspoons fixed by their handles in a wooden axle. Jets of water were played on the spoons and the turbine revolved at high speed, drenching the operator. His greatest feat was building a wireless set out of scrap materials such as kitchen paper, cigarette-packet foil, and bits of brass sheet. Since the school could not afford science textbooks, he wrote and printed those himself too. Copies of each page were made on a jelly hectograph – an early duplicator consisting of a gelatine pad to which texts or diagrams were transferred using aniline dyes. Then Alec would sew the pages into Manila covers. His political views also proved enlightening to his pupils. ‘It was’, one of them recalled, ‘through reading his copies of the Labour Monthly and through talking to him that I made my first acquaintance with Socialism – no easy thing in the East Wilts of the early twenties.’


His atheism seems to have caused him some inner turmoil. At least one pupil suspected that he suffered ‘agonizing conflicts between reason and emotion’. On two occasions when he had to deputize for the headmaster at morning assembly, he collapsed and had to be helped from the hall. He managed to get through the opening hymn, but broke down completely when it came to the prayers and the scriptural reading. Atheism did not, however, inhibit his fondness for biblical quotations, which he used in almost any situation. ‘Go to the ant, thou sluggard’ was a favourite for reprimanding inattention in class.


He took his external London degree in 1910, in Botany, Zoology and Animal Physiology, and An Introduction to General Geography by Alec A. Golding BSc was published by Cambridge University Press in 1915. It is an extraordinary volume, covering in 222 pages the place of the earth in the solar system, the causes of day and night, seasons and climates, the distribution of plants and animals, oceanography, geology, minerals, population density, races, religions and governments. He also kept up his painting – a large oil and several watercolours, one of them of Trevemper Mill near Newquay, are still in the family’s possession. But in career terms he was utterly unambitious, and quite content to remain as deputy head. As a socialist he had little time for the pomp and circumstance of authority, and on school prize days he pointedly declined to assemble with local dignitaries and the school governors on the platform. His only concession to the grandeur of the occasion was to take a bottle of Indian ink and carefully paint out the chemical stains and bleach marks on his academic gown. In conservative Wiltshire his socialism, atheism and pacifism would probably have debarred advancement in his profession, even if he had wanted it.


Music was always important to him. He played the viola, cello, piano and flute, as well as the violin. To illustrate the vibration of columns of air to his science class he would cut a dozen lengths of bamboo, and turn them into flutes by boring finger-holes and stopping the ends with corks. Then he would distribute them to the class, and teach them to play simple tunes. A highlight of the school year were the pre-Christmas parties at which sandwiches, jellies, cakes and powdered lemonade were consumed, and valetas, military two-steps, and occasional waltzes and polkas danced, with Alec accompanying on piano or violin.


These fond memories show how he seemed to his devoted pupils. No comparable account of his wife Mildred survives, but in the mid-1960s Golding wrote an analysis of her character which includes things he had been told about her early life. She was, he says, a ‘leggy, gaunt, intelligent girl, high spirited and witty’, who shunned the rowdy Curnoe menfolk and longed for respectability. Like her husband, she was a lifelong teetotaller. A secret that came to light only after her death was that she was born in a pub. When Alec arrived on the scene, he fell in love, ‘and so, perhaps, did she’. She was very aware of being six years older, which made the marriage ‘a bit ridiculous’ by the standards of the time. However, marriage was an escape route from home, so she accepted him, but with, Golding believes, ‘a sense of shame’. The earliest photograph he has of her shows her in a white dress of about 1895, with fringes and bobbles. She holds her head a little defiantly, smiling up to the left with a look of humorous self-awareness, as if to say ‘What nonsense it all is!’ The line of curls carefully arranged along her high forehead only serves to accentuate that, whatever else, she is not ‘softly feminine’.


She shared her husband’s advanced views. Golding’s essay ‘The Ladder and the Tree’ recounts that they would stand together ‘proudly and indignantly’ on the steps of Marlborough town hall, ‘under the suffragette banner’, heedless of the occasional overripe tomato lobbed in their direction. Family tradition has it that Mildred was, strictly, a suffragist not a suffragette, in that she campaigned for the woman’s vote but opposed violent means. Like Alec she was a socialist and an agnostic, or perhaps atheist. Towards the end of her life she is reported as saying wistfully, ‘I’d really like to believe in Christianity – it must be nice.’ Like Alec, too, she was a musician. She played the viola, ‘with concentrated detestation of that fiddling instrument’, but loved the piano, and would sit erect as she played, ‘dancing almost’, and swaying her head in time with the music. They had musical evenings when neighbouring families would come and bring their instruments, and little Golding, in bed upstairs, would hear music, talk and laughter floating up, and the sound of the maid’s feet (they kept a maid as well as a cook-housekeeper) hurrying along the hall with coffee. Masters and mistresses from school, and sometimes pupils, came to tea.


But his parents gradually withdrew from social life. He suspects it had something to do with Alec’s not becoming a headmaster. His mother sensed that her husband was ‘defeated’, and felt ashamed. She still retained her lively interest in people, but it was carried on surreptitiously. He remembers her peeping at passers-by from behind curtains. All the same, they did not withdraw completely. They were mainstays of the orchestra at the Marlborough Operatic Society’s annual productions, ‘playing busily in front of the stage’ while the local talent performed The Dutch Girl or Merrie England.
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The House





In 1911 Alec and Mildred became tenants of 29 The Green, Marlborough. The Green is a grassy square, sloping towards the south, with the Swindon road running through it. Most of the houses have Georgian fronts, but, as Golding later described it, No. 29 was ‘three slumped storeys’ of lath and plaster, with a ‘crazily gabled porch’.


This was the house in which he grew up, and it came back to him in dreams and nightmares all his life. It was a map of his ‘personal mythology’, he said, as much as a place to live in. He remembered it as low, dark and dirty. Parts of it, he believed, went back to the fourteenth century at least, though the list of recorded tenants dated only from the eighteenth. It had three wells (filled in) and two cellars. There was a small back garden with a lawn, flowers and a few trees, and as a child he was haunted by the idea that the garden had been part of the medieval burial ground of St Mary’s church, which overshadowed the house. His brother told him, years later, that his father had dug up human bones there. It was a place of ‘numinous dread’. In dreams he saw coffins poking through the lawn, or suspended in the earth beneath it as if in water. He felt that the darkness of the graveyard flooded through into the cellars of the house, which were eerie, ancient places, with walls of dripping flint and disused fireplaces and cupboards. A recurrent nightmare was of being in the cellar with a hideous crone advancing on him, and not being able to run away. In his journal in the 1970s he drew a plan of the cellars, labelling what he remembered as the ‘dark parts’, and his daughter Judy, coming upon it, instantly recognized them as the parts that had terrified her too when she went down into the cellars as a child. She remembers also a pair of stag’s antlers hanging on the wall, ‘very white and clean but not very friendly’. The feeling of ‘grue’, or ‘unsafeness’, that 29 The Green inspired could still overcome him as an adult. He described it as sensing a horror he knew he could not face. He would have liked, he said, to have lifted the house away from the church and churchyard and its haunted cellars, and flown it to a site far away where there was perpetual sunlight, ‘one of the poles of the moon, perhaps, until the ghosts and demons were all blown away by the solar wind’.


When he was a child his mother compounded his supernatural terrors by telling him ghost stories. He came to think, in retrospect, that perhaps she intended it as a kind of inoculation against irrational superstition. She may have thought she was telling him stories she had heard in her childhood as an illustration of the ‘absurdities people believed in the old days’. However, being Cornish, and ‘superstitious like all Celts’, she half-believed them herself, so the effect was by no means reassuring. His father, a truly rational man, did not believe them at all. How, he would ask, could anyone see a ghost if it is immaterial and therefore cannot reflect light? Little Golding found this objection totally convincing during daylight hours, but somehow it lost its cogency when night fell and his mother started telling her stories. One that stuck in his mind all his life was about a girl who committed suicide back in Cornwall in ‘the old days’, when suicides had to be buried at night in ground near the churchyard, not the churchyard itself. After her relatives had buried her they turned away and looked across the valley and saw lights moving in the farmhouse. ‘She got back before they did,’ his mother explained, and her small son was petrified: ‘I felt myself freeze’. Whatever her intentions, it seems likely that there was a symbiosis between his mother’s stories and 29 The Green. The dark old house made them more frightening, and they gave shape to its unseen horrors.


The house was linked in his imagination with physical repulsion as well as with the supernatural. There was an open drain by the back door, and the ‘milkiness’ of the water running down it came back to him in dreams mixed up with thoughts of his mother and infant sexuality. He came ‘increasingly to detest the physical being of that house’. When he eventually left, it was ‘like being let out of prison’. But the terror never quite went away. When he was eighty he had a fearful dream of a large red creature, something between a cockroach and a crab, scuttling around in the combined bathroom and lavatory at 29 The Green. He felt frozen with horror and disgust, and when his wife shook him awake his throat and mouth were ‘wooden’ with screaming.


The geography of 29 The Green shaped Golding in another way. Beyond The Green and at the other end of the High Street stood Marlborough College, one of the great public schools of England. The sight of its privileged young gentlemen filled him, as a boy, with ‘hatred and envy’. At the time he felt guilty about such feelings, but later he came to consider them entirely reasonable. For Marlborough was a beacon of social injustice, and it thrust itself upon his attention every day. The social gap that lay between it and his family was ‘as real as a wound’. The college masters, like the boys, radiated exclusiveness. ‘In the Marlborough of my youth “College Masters” were a class as definable, as apart, as superior as army officers might be in Aldershot.’ One, whom he got to know slightly, continued to patronize him, he felt, even when he had made his name as an author. Marlborough College featured in his adult dreams as a stronghold of upper-class graciousness that made him feel dirty and ashamed. The dreams brought it home to him that his ambition to succeed as a writer was linked to a childish wish to avenge himself on Marlborough College. ‘The truth is my deepest unconscious desire would be to show Marlborough, and then piddle on them.’ The sense of social inadequacy that dogged him all his life took root here. He always felt intimidated, he said, by ‘top-drawer Englishmen’, and traced it to his boyhood – ‘it’s Marlborough College all over again’.
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Childhood





The other house that helped to form him was Karenza (Cornish for ‘love’), Grandmother Curnoe’s home in Newquay where his mother and father had met. Many family holidays were spent there, and it was at Karenza that he was born. The birth was not followed by any baptismal or other rites, presumably because they would have offended Alec’s atheism.


Golding says more than once that until the age of six he was so ‘blindingly aware’ of his own ego and emotions that he was quite unconscious of the outside world. But in fact he retained some vivid memories of that early time, and several relate to Karenza. He remembers the kitchen, which had a wall clock, a ‘large and complex’ stove for cooking and heating water, and a big table of white, scrubbed wood. It was here that he had the disconcerting third-birthday encounter with his great-grandmother. That morning he had been handed a brown paper parcel, a present from his father who was back home in Marlborough. His mother asked him if he could guess what it was, and told him it was something big. He guessed a Zeppelin, since that was the biggest thing he could think of. But it was not a Zeppelin. When he unwrapped it he found a curved piece of wood with a string stretched between its ends. There was also a wooden rod with a rubber sucker on the end. He spent the rest of the morning shooting at a target on the kitchen door. It was the start of what he later described as a ‘fascination’ with bows and arrows, spears, and ‘guns (naval) of all sizes’.


The grandeur of the drawing room at Karenza also stuck in his mind. There was an eight-day clock with brass balls that swung round first one way and then the other, and a potted palm, and coloured glass panels here and there, and a bow window with cushions on its window-seat. This gave him his first view of naval warfare. It was 1916, and German U-boats were patrolling the north Cornish coast, sinking the little steamers that carried coal from Wales. Jose, being five years older, was allowed to go down to the quayside to watch casualties and survivors brought ashore. Golding was considered too young for this, but one day he was watching with his mother and grandmother from the bow window when three British motor torpedo boats appeared round Trevose Head and dropped depth charges off Newquay harbour mouth. Vast columns of spray shot up, and then an oil slick spread across the surface with black bobbles and specks floating in it. He came to suspect that this whole incident was a dream or vision, because his parents swore he never saw it, and could not have done. Yet he retained a deep inner conviction that he saw it, and perhaps he did. His daughter Judy’s researches have found that on 10 March 1918 several vessels were searching for a U-boat off Trevose Head, and when the Spanish steamer Cristina was torpedoed some of them dropped depth charges. Oil and bubbles came to the surface, and on 25 March a diver found the wreck of a submarine lying in twenty-four fathoms with its conning tower practically blown off. It is true that this was two years later than the incident Golding recalled, but he was often vague about dates. It is also true that the 1918 event must have had many witnesses and been widely talked about in Newquay, so an imaginative child might come to think he had actually witnessed it. Either way, Golding’s doubt, later in life, about whether he saw it or not is an acknowledgement of his tendency to confuse the imaginary and the real.


The 1914–18 war touched the Goldings less than it did many families. Alec was thirty-eight when it started, and his short sight made it unlikely he would be accepted for military service. Nevertheless, in 1916 he asked the school governors to release him, and attended a medical board at Devizes. He was pronounced fit only for field service at home, and the medical officer told him that the school board would not have let him go anyway. He took over an allotment in 1915 – its previous tenant had been killed in the war – and began growing food for the family on a serious scale. In 1916 he planted fifty-two rows of potatoes, as well as cabbages, parsnips, swedes, carrots and 200 leeks. There were also pullets, whose poor rate of egg production caused him concern. He watched his sons’ development with satisfaction. At nine Jose was, he reported, impossible to keep from books. He had read Ivanhoe, The Talisman, Westward Ho!, and Robinson Crusoe, all unabridged. In September 1916 he started at Marlborough Grammar School and finished his first year at the top of Form I, doing so well that he skipped a form and began September 1917 in Form III. The second son, ‘a fair-haired, blue-eyed sturdy little rascal called Billy’, was ‘most loving and demonstrative and very intelligent’. Billy was ‘the artistic and musical boy. He can use his fingers, Jose cannot.’ In the hard winter of 1917–18, when the thermometer showed fourteen degrees of frost, Alec took both boys sliding on Leg of Mutton pond. Another pleasure was having Hawthorne’s Tanglewood Tales and Kingsley’s Heroes read to them. Jose preferred the old Roman stories, ‘but Billy prefers the Greek’.


Newquay, though, was Alec’s ideal, not Marlborough. For Golding too it remained a magic place: not the town itself, which he thought ‘cheap and nasty’, the ugliest seaside town he had ever seen, nor even the ice-cream, though he always deemed that matchless (‘the genuine Cornish Italian article’), but the beaches and their huge Atlantic waves. As a boy he swam in all weathers, even when it was raining. He never learnt the crawl, but relied on his ‘vigorous breast-stroke’ to cope with any surf the north Cornish coast could throw at him. His mother told him of the great storms of her childhood, when gobbets of yellow foam would stick to Karenza’s window panes, though it was over a quarter of a mile inland. Another very early Newquay memory was of walking with his father along the little sandy beach inside the harbour. They came to a high step and his father lifted him over it. He remembers it because his father touched him, and he touched him again when he lowered him into a small pool among the rocks on Fistral beach. No such thing, he declares, happened before or again. ‘That is all the touching I remember. We were not a touching family.’


Nor does he recall any physical contact with his mother. ‘We did not touch each other. Our physical divorce was complete.’ As a baby he had been bottle fed by his nurse Lily. Many years later, when his mother lay dying, and he was visiting her, she said she had been a bad mother to him. He thinks she meant there had been ‘too little cuddling, too much bottle via Lily, too little bosom and rest’. It may be, though, that his dying mother had other things on her mind. In Golding’s published pieces, such as ‘Billy the Kid’, she is presented as sweet and caring – adoring, even. She would declare in moments of lyricism that he had ‘eyes like cornflowers and hair like a field of ripe corn’. But in fact she was violent. He recalls three occasions when she threw things at him. Once, when he was little, and had been having nightmares, he lay in bed in the dark whimpering for a light. His mother was in the next room, and suddenly a candle, a brass box of matches, and a brass candlestick struck the wall by his bed. Matches flew everywhere. There was no further word from his mother, and he cowered beneath the bedclothes till dawn. On another occasion she threw a pair of trousers at him, perhaps forgetting there was a heavy seaman’s knife in the pocket. They flew past his ear and struck a mirror behind him, showering him with glass. The third time he was an adolescent and having some sort of argument with her, and a metal pot full of hot tea just missed his head and crashed into the grate. In one of Golding’s adult dreams about his mother she appeared as the Principle of All Evil warring against God – an extreme transformation, perhaps, but understandable.


Why she felt such fury is not clear. Maybe she just found him difficult. He recalls that, at age three or four, he had a fear of being ‘controlled’, and begged not to be put into ‘leading reins’, a sort of safety harness that toddlers often wore at the time. When, at the age of seven, he went to his first school (it was run by a Miss Hillier on the south side of Marlborough High Street, and they learnt the kings of England with their dates and ‘a little bad French’) he was at first violent and disruptive, or so he recounts in ‘Billy the Kid’. He ‘enjoyed hurting people’ and his one aim was to fight and triumph over other boys during the break. Understandably he found himself isolated and unpopular, and went home in tears. Negotiations between his mother and Miss Hillier followed, and on his return he found the other children polite and friendly, having been lectured by Miss Hillier on the importance of forgiveness. ‘Billy the Kid’ is a self-indulgent piece – a famous author jovially unwinding and presenting himself as a loveable harum-scarum – and it would be foolish to treat it as strictly factual. All the same it may reflect early difficulties at school that involved his mother and tried her patience, and this may have added to a general exasperation that sparked her outbursts of violence. She made no secret of the fact that she had wanted a daughter, and perhaps she blamed him for not being one.


But it may be that her anger was more general, arising from frustration with her housewifely role. He suspected she yearned for a life of ‘fashion and society’, and fantasized about it. She would wander from room to room, with fixed eyes, deep in some interior story, occasionally muttering or talking out loud. Her dreams, she once told him, were of ‘hobnobbing with royalty’. Dissatisfaction soured her. She had a vicious tongue, and could fire off devastating phrases. Once, when he was ten or eleven, she took him to see a production of Barrie’s Mary Rose put on by the local Boy Scouts. The title role was played by a ‘very pretty boy’ called Geoff Duck, and young Golding ‘fell in love with him, her, or it, on the spot’. Later, at a party, he stayed close to his heartthrob, who responded with camp affectation. His mother noticed, and ticked him off for ‘following young Duck around like a dog’. It was, he says, ‘like an explosion in my world’, and made something that was natural seem wicked and disgusting. This incident may connect with another at about the same time, when they were staying with relatives in Newport, Monmouthshire, and he found himself in a bedroom with two pretty, excited young girls who were getting ready to go to a dance. He was too little to be treated as a male, so they laughed and joked with him as they put on their make-up, and one, turning suddenly with a powder-puff in her hand, said, ‘Would you like some?’ He jumped back and said ‘No’. But in truth he would indeed have liked some, and felt ashamed for wanting it, and wanting to be female like them.


His parents were on their guard against any hint of sex. This ‘Victorian attitude’ seemed, to Golding, particularly absurd in his father, since he was a biologist. Reproduction, in Alec’s biology, went as far as bees and pollen, and no further. It was never admitted that any creature had sex organs. The aim seems to have been to preserve his offspring’s childish innocence. Golding remembers, when he was little more than a baby, asking his father if there really were fairies inside flowers, and Alec, after a struggle, replied ‘Yes’. On occasions when girls were present, a close watch was kept. Prior to one of the school socials his parents organized dancing classes at 29 The Green, open to all pupils from his father’s set, though only girls came. Golding thinks he was four or five at the time, but Alec’s journal tells us it was in February 1918, when he was six. He recalls the gas-lit drawing room, the Japanese prints over the mantelpiece with painted female faces (he later found out they were advertisements for prostitutes, though his parents never suspected), and the laughing, chattering, breathless girls. A pretty dark one called Edna won his heart. It was pure love, without desire – just delight in the existence of another person. If asked what he would like to be at fifteen, he would have said he would like to be like Edna. Mischievously he smuggled a whistle into the class and blew it to cause a disturbance. Everyone thought it a great joke, or pretended to, and the lovely Edna came over to where he was sitting on the sofa, talked smilingly to him, and took the whistle away. Encouraged, he fetched another whistle, then a comb-and-paper. Each time Edna came and talked him round amid general hilarity. The line of confiscated items stretched along the mantelpiece, and he was blissfully happy. The next week, though, there was no Edna. But he noticed a new girl among the dancers with a sullen, crumpled face. Then he realized she was Edna. She did not so much as look his way, and he guessed that his father had cautioned her to ignore him, to stop him showing off.


Something similar, he believed, happened with his next love – a little Belgian refugee girl whom he partnered in games and dances at children’s parties in Marlborough town hall when he was six or so. She too ‘vanished’ and he suspected his parents were responsible. Being protected in this way made him inhibited, or so he imagines. At Miss Hillier’s school there was a girl called Barbara he especially admired. She had masses of dark curls and was a leader in school society. Once, at a party, they were playing postman’s knock and she called him outside. He followed her out and stood dumb with wonder at her beauty. ‘Come on, then,’ she laughed, but all he dared to do was plant a ‘chaste salute’ on her cheek. The improbable scene in ‘Billy the Kid’ where Billy Golding, after being forgiven, is ‘hugged and mouthed and mauled’ by all the girls in the school during a game of postman’s knock reads like a fictional compensation for this real-life humiliation.


It was also impossible to discuss with his father and mother his irrational terrors of the graveyard and the cellars. Alec was imaginative, if sometimes over-ingenious, in scientific matters. He once put a speck of cyanide on his tongue to see what it tasted like. On another occasion he tried unsuccessfully to make a garden roller by filling a large cylinder with pink concrete. But his imagination did not stretch to the supernatural. Both parents made ‘mild fun’ of their small son’s fear of the unknown. One winter afternoon when he was three or four they took him for a walk, as they did every Sunday, in Savernake Forest. This lay about a mile to the south of their Marlborough house, and with its beech trees and bracken fronds it became, Golding said, a ‘settled part’ of his being. It provided much of the landscape of The Inheritors. On this afternoon he was lagging behind and whining to be carried, and his parents, who were about fifty yards ahead, hid behind a tree for a joke. It was growing dark, and he saw, staring at him over the bracken to his left, a stag’s head, with antlers. He screamed and ran. His parents, coming out of hiding, laughed, and would not believe he had seen a stag. But he knew he had, and that it was not an ordinary kind of seeing. Like the white creature on the curtain pole, the stag was from another world, though unlike that creature it had radiated ‘stillness and terrible indifference’.


His father seems to have tried to cure his small son of his supernatural fancies. Once when they were at Newquay he took him to the graveyard out beyond the Tregunnel road and, pointing to an undug plot by the side of the path, explained to the child that that was where his father and mother would lie when they were dead. Golding remembers being utterly bewildered and, though Alec’s intentions were no doubt sound and rational, it does not seem a promising method of banishing a child’s fear of death. It was this fear that first aroused his fascination with ancient Egypt, as he explains in his essay ‘Egypt from My Inside’. Through their tombs and grave-goods and mummies the ancient Egyptians, it seemed to him, brought life and death together. At seven he determined to write a play about them, but then realized he did not know their language, so he set about learning hieroglyphics. When he was with his mother in London he nagged her to take him to the British Museum’s Egyptian collection, and Flinders Petrie, the great excavator of Egyptian sites, became his hero.


On visits to his father’s parents in Bristol he got to know the Egyptian department at the Bristol City Museum, and he made lists, annotations and drawings of figures, vases, amulets and beads. His absorption led to a strange waking dream in which a museum curator, impressed by his knowledge of Egyptology, invited him to help unwrap a mummy. He was, he thinks, about ten at the time, and the curator took him to a screened-off section of the geology department, where a mummy lay on a trestle table. His job was to take the bandages as the curator unwrapped them, roll them up, and put them on a side table. His memory of the event is extremely sharp and detailed. Blue faience amulets came to light, hidden among the bandages, and when the mummy was finally unwrapped he laid his hand on the thick, leathery skin that covered its bones. It became, he says, ‘the event of my life’. Yet it did not happen. There was no mummy and no bandages. When he went back to the museum next day he found that the screened-off corner of the geology room was a storage-space for maps.


Out of his knowledge of ancient Egypt he concocted an ‘imagining’ which he would use at night when, as often, he was frightened and could not sleep. He would make believe that he was a pharaoh lying on a large four-poster bed. It was out of doors, and the desert stretched red and flat to the horizon. His bodyguard of picked troops surrounded him, standing shoulder to shoulder and facing outwards. Each had a drawn sword with a red streak down the middle, reminiscent of Grandfather Curnoe’s naval cutlass. Their trusty presence allowed him to go to sleep safely, despite the graves in St Mary’s churchyard and the unthinkable horrors in the cellars of 29 The Green, only yards below his bed.


Another of Alec’s shortcomings, apart from unease about sexuality and failure to believe in God, was pedagogic zeal. In ‘The Ladder and the Tree’ this is presented favourably: Alec teaches his small son to overcome his aversion to Latin, and earns his gratitude. But to judge from his son’s unpublished writings Alec’s unquenchable desire to instruct was in reality far from welcome. The reason, Golding complains, that he has never been able to understand anything properly, not even an ordinary calendar with its leap years and oddly named months, is that Alec insisted on trying to teach him before he was ready. He had it dinned into him that to learn something, no matter what, was one’s first duty in life, and he half-believed it. It was to placate Alec that he pretended to be interested in science as a career. Perhaps Alec’s relentless insistence on knowing things goes some way to explaining his son’s lifelong distaste for research, and preference for trusting his imagination on matters such as medieval building techniques or eighteenth-century ships. Equally it may lie behind his liking for abstruse facts. He joked about his tendency to buy teach-yourself books on anything from Tibetan to the morphology of modern Swahili, and abandon them after a few pages.


In his son’s recollections, Alec’s earnest rationality made life at 29 The Green rather joyless. Jose and he were encouraged to be ‘stiffly indifferent’ to such occasions as Christmas and birthdays, and they were not celebrated at all once they had grown up. They had ‘almost no toys’ – none, in fact, except for two rather elaborate model yachts that Alec made. The rudders were constructed with particular ingenuity but, Golding unkindly records, had no effect on the direction the boats took. Since Jose was nearly five years older he was a remote and rather frightening figure. In an alarming adult dream Golding watched him dissecting a baby in the dining room of 29 The Green, and he felt this reflected his early relations with his bigger, more powerful sibling. Nothing so dramatic happened in real life, but their few attempts to play together were not successful. Once, in the garden of 29 The Green, Golding, aged about three, clung to the end of a long pole, normally used to prop the clothes line, while Jose swung him round faster and faster until his head came into contact with the wall and he lost consciousness. When he came round Jose adjured him not to tell their parents, but he did, and was disappointed that they treated it as a minor matter. After that, Jose did not trust him. The following summer Jose rigged up a tent on the lawn using walking sticks and rugs, and the brothers planned to spend the night there. When it grew dark, however, they both crept indoors and were ridiculed by their mother for being afraid of the gravestones. Their only other recorded game was a three-man version of cricket on Marlborough Common. A friend was bowling, Jose was keeping wicket, and Golding, at the crease, took a tremendous swipe at the ball and hit Jose across the side of the head. He ran home clutching his ear, followed by his whimpering and terrified younger brother, who was so appalled by what he had done (though Jose was not, in fact, badly hurt) that he crawled under the dining-room table and hid.


His parents, being intellectuals, were habitually critical of anyone in authority, and as a child he found this irksome. There was an occasion during the First World War, in 1917 or 18, when they were, as usual, denigrating the Allied generals and the British government with left-wing gusto and, exasperated, he demanded why they were always running other people down. Alec replied mildly that they were not. But it is to this incident that Golding traces his retirement into the escapist world of books. Jose and his father had given him The Wonder Book of Ships for Boys and Girls for his sixth birthday (despite the embargo on birthday celebrations), and the copy they gave survives. Published by Ward, Lock and Co., it is the sixth edition, ‘with Twelve Coloured Plates and 320 Illustrations’, and was evidently aimed at a wartime readership, containing sections on Life in the Royal Navy, Types and Classes of Warships, Submarines, Naval Guns, Building a Battleship and related topics. It is inscribed ‘To Billy from Jose & Daddy. Sep:19th 1917’. He also read The Boy’s Own Paper, and borrowed Jose’s 1910 edition of Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia. But at the time, as he recalls, there were relatively few books written specially for children, so he made do with what he could get from the ‘semi-adult world’. At ten he read Victor Hugo’s The Toilers of the Sea in a Woolworth’s sixpenny edition (this, too, is still among his books). Other authors he sampled were Jules Verne, P. C. Wren (Beau Geste), Mark Twain, Robert Louis Stevenson, Rider Haggard (She, Cleopatra and King Solomon’s Mines), Alexandre Dumas and Conan Doyle. A book that, according to his brother, he read again and again when small was Nat the Naturalist, or A Boy’s Adventures in the Eastern Seas by the prolific author of boys’ adventure stories George Manville Fenn, originally published by Blackie in 1882 and given to him by his parents on his seventh birthday. It is about a teenager who goes on an expedition with his famous naturalist uncle, hunting for biological specimens among the islands of the Malay archipelago. To a modern reader it is an unappealing book. The pair spend their time shooting large quantities of exotic birds and collecting their skins. They also shoot some ‘treacherous savages’ on New Guinea, and they are loyally attended by an untreacherous savage whom they dub ‘Master Ebony’. In his own accounts of his childhood Golding never mentions this book, perhaps feeling some disquiet about its old-world assumptions. On the other hand, in the 1980s he read it to his first grandson.


Music, like books, was an escape from the everyday world, though it remained more under his parents’ direction. He started with the cello, which he played like a double bass because he was too small to play it sitting down. The sounds he made were excruciating, but he realized at once that music was ‘unfactual, sensible and right’. He always associated cello music with his early unfocused feelings of sadness. One autumn evening when he was six his mother took her rather melancholy little son to see a Miss Salisbury who lived opposite the end of Silverless Street. He was carrying a quarter-sized violin, which Miss Salisbury was to teach him to play. For the next twelve years he saw her twice a week, holidays excepted, and she became the model for Miss Dawlish in The Pyramid. His memories of her were not favourable. She wore the uniform of a ‘New Woman’ – blouse, tie, no-nonsense suit, sensible shoes – and she smoked cigarettes and also a pipe. Her face was yellowish, like parchment, and, it seemed to his childish gaze, ‘full of shallow, empty holes’. After a year he went with her to Swindon to take his Grade One exam, and made such a mess of the Bach test piece that he burst into tears, though the kind young examiner passed him. After that his parents decided he was too highly strung for any more music exams.


He thinks, without being sure, that he was taken to hear Paderewski play when he was eleven or twelve. But such outings were rare, partly because his parents were poor, and partly because, he believes, they associated anything theatrical with sex and felt uneasy about it. His mother took him to Chu Chin Chow when he was very small, and he was impressed by the moonlight scene. With his father he saw Harriett Jay’s comedy When Knights Were Bold, which made him laugh till he fell off his seat, and also a play, title unknown, about two astronauts who go to Mars in an aeroplane and find that Martians sing and dance in spangles. He was enraptured and, recalling it later in life, seems to have harboured a grudge against his parents for cutting him off from the stage and the career it might have offered him.


The cinema, too, was an ‘unspeakable pleasure’. His parents rather disapproved, but he went to Saturday matinees in both Marlborough and Newquay to watch flickering, silent cowboys and Indians, explorers, naval battles, and murder mysteries set in derelict houses that gave him nightmares. At Marlborough there were two rows of plush seats at the back and rows of kitchen chairs nearer the screen. He always sat alone in the middle seat of the front plush row, partly because his parents disliked his mixing with other children, and partly because he did not want to. The technical shortcomings of early film had, he believed, a marked effect on his youthful sexual attitudes. Female stars like Mary Pickford and Lillian Gish appeared with chalk-white faces, heavily made-up black eyes and mouths like blobs of liquorice, so he internalized a standard of beauty completely unlike real women. Also, as the cine camera made normal-shaped women look dumpy, stars had to be fragile, leggy creatures, and the ethos of early film dictated that they should in addition be timid and useless in emergencies. This was an era in which males came to the rescue of helpless femininity, and before kissing a woman even a villain took his hat off.


All in all, Golding’s childhood as he describes it in his unpublished journals and memoirs could not be called happy. He was over-sensitive, timid, fearful, lonely, and imaginative to the point of hallucination. He was alienated from his parents and his brother and had no friends. So it is worth adding that, looking back, he took a sunnier view. In the first of his Ewing Lectures, delivered at the University of California in Los Angeles in 1961, he observed that the best writers are supposed to have had unhappy childhoods, but his was, by and large, ‘very happy’. One of his earliest memories, he says, was coming upon his father, standing in the garden, on the wet lawn, after dark, looking up at the stars. He heard him murmuring to himself ‘I wonder’, and he asked him, ‘What do you wonder?’ ‘I just wonder, it’s all I can do,’ his father replied, ‘I shall go on wondering for the rest of my life.’ His mother appeared carrying two overcoats, which she made them put on in case they caught a chill, and the two adults seemed to him ‘very wise and august’. The incident gave him an image, he says, of ‘what man ought to be’ – a watcher and a wonderer.
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Growing Up





Golding went to Marlborough Grammar School in September 1921 when he was just ten. He remembers how the building struck him on his first acquaintance with it. It had separate entrances for boys and girls, firmly marked over their respective doors, and ‘a certain thickness of atmosphere’ inside, particularly on wet days, which was, he thinks, identifiable as ‘unwashed boy’, and probably unwashed girl as well. The school had grown since his father started there in 1905, when it had only eighty pupils, but it was still very small. Even as late as 1938 it had only 300, so there were probably not many more than 200 when Golding entered the first form.


His brother Jose was already a star pupil, as Alec’s journal testifies, and that, plus the fact that his father was a teacher, must have been felt as a pressure. He seems to have held his own, however. True, Latin mystified him at first, and he simply refused to try to get his mind round it. But after the fraught and tearful episode with his patient father that he recounts in ‘The Ladder and the Tree’, even Latin became possible. Out of school he kept up his music lessons with Miss Salisbury, though at the age of twelve he changed from the violin to the piano. He had been strumming on the piano at home since he was seven, and its yellow ivory keys were for ever embedded in his memory.


He was naturally left-handed, but was made to write with his right hand at school, and in later life he came to regard this as damaging. It had prevented him reaching professional standard as a pianist, he suspected, and had even (it is not clear how) made learning French more difficult. He had tried to achieve parity between his hands, drawing with his left, writing with his right; bowling left-handed, batting right-handed. This might mean, he thought, that he was making use of both sides of his brain, though ‘confusedly’, or perhaps that the right and left lobes of his brain were ‘reversed’. Either way it could explain, he reckoned, why his outlook was ‘different from that of the majority of people’, and might also be one source of his ‘basic and lifelong’ feelings of ‘inadequacy’.


It does not seem, though, to have affected his athletic performance. One advantage of a very small school was that, in sport, everyone had a chance to play everything, and he did. He had exceptional ball sense and was renowned for his slip-catching. He was also an outstanding sprinter, and competed at county level. In 1924, and again in 1925, he came second in the Senior (under sixteens) 100 yards at the AAA County Meeting at Trowbridge. In later years he told a rather surprised schoolmaster colleague that he had run the 100 yards in 10.8 seconds. Even as a child, he recalls, he was stocky, and never had an athletic physique. But his appearance was deceptive.


As a pupil at Marlborough he was able to observe his father’s genius as a teacher at first hand. For Alec teaching was a performance. He talked and gestured so intensely that it was like watching an actor. To illustrate the relative nature of sense impressions, for example, he would ‘hang’ three imaginary bowls of water in the air before the class and pretend to be dipping his hands in them. The bowls, he explained, contained hot, medium and cold water. He put his left hand in the hot and his right in the cold. Then he dipped them both in the medium, and – lo! – his right hand felt it was hot and his left felt it was cold. It was spell-binding, but also, for a son who would himself become a teacher, intimidating, as Golding’s reminiscence suggests: ‘It was marvellous teaching, and I don’t know that we – I – ever recovered from it.’


The equipment Alec had at his disposal was not much more advanced, his son reflects, than Galileo’s, and he repeated Galileo’s experiments, rolling an iron ball down a sloping plank, and exhausting the air from a glass tube to show that a feather and a penny dropped at the same speed. With a length of smoked glass, a tuning fork and the school stop watch, he measured the number of vibrations per second that produce middle C, and he rigged up a series of electrical relays that fired a copper bullet, as if from a gun. He drew human analogies, to make science more palatable. The so-called ‘noble gases’, he explained, were the ones that would not have anything to do with the other elements, while the non-noble gases grabbed whatever was around. Coal gas, for example, would combine even with the haemoglobin in human blood, which was why people put their heads in gas ovens to commit suicide.


This lesson stuck in Golding’s mind for a particular reason. As soon as Alec mentioned gas ovens and suicide a hush descended on the class. Alec did not know why, and perhaps did not notice. But his son knew. A boy called Jack Amey, a friend of his, was sitting next to him. He was the son of the manager of the International Stores in the High Street, and only the night before Mrs Amey had put her head in a gas oven and killed herself. When the class was over and the other boys trooped out into the playground, he stayed behind and told his father about Mrs Amey. Alec gasped, and said urgently, ‘Don’t tell Mam.’ It was ‘the first dent I ever remarked in that friendly, caring, and all-too-omniscient figure’.


Alec was far and away the best teacher in the school. Golding’s ‘most fully disliked’ teacher was Miss Pierce (nicknamed ‘Granny’), a puritanical spinster who, he alleges, wanted any boy and girl seen together to be expelled. As a matter of fact Miss Pierce may have had a point, for the standards of sexual behaviour set by some other staff members left much to be desired. Golding relates an incident he witnessed in the summer of 1926, when he was fifteen. A school party were on a day’s excursion, and accompanying them on the coach were Mr Sidney Pontefract, the headmaster, and the games master Mr Bill Clayton. Both were respected figures in the community; Captain Bill Clayton was a Great War veteran and had won an MC. On the way out they stopped at a pub, and the two masters disappeared inside. They stayed there for an hour, while the boys and girls sat in the coach and waited. Then Bill and Sidney returned and lurched down the gangway of the coach, stopping by a particularly attractive girl called Grace, who stood up tactfully. ‘A fine child,’ said Bill, patting her bottom. ‘A very fine child,’ Sidney agreed, taking her by the shoulders and pressing himself against her breasts. Grace giggled and blushed, not knowing what to do, and the two men dropped into their seats as the coach moved off.


Miss Pierce’s – and Alec’s – hypersensitivity to sexual impropriety seems, in this atmosphere, justifiable, and as he moved up through the school Golding learnt more about Bill and Sidney. Clayton, it transpired, regularly beat his wife, and Pontefract’s wife Gertrude was the mistress of Mr Hickson, the headmaster of the boys’ elementary school. Gertrude and Mr Hickson ran the Boy Scout troop, and while they were away camping in the New Forest Sidney would slowly drink himself into a stupor. Taking the key of the pavilion back to his house after cricket practice, Golding once saw him in this state. It was because of Gertrude’s and Mr Hickson’s conduct that Alec and his mother would not let him join the Boy Scouts. They wished to preserve him from moral contamination.


In 1924 Jose went up to Brasenose College, Oxford, to read history. His rapid ascent through the school, missing out Form II as his father boasted, may not have been an advantage in the long run. He found the Oxford syllabus tough going, particularly as he was competing with well-taught public-school boys, and he took an extra year to complete what was usually a three-year course. More disturbing to his parents, however, were his politics. On 3 May 1926, when he was in the Trinity Term of his second year, the Trades Union Congress called a General Strike in the United Kingdom, in protest at the pay and conditions of coal miners. Alec, listening to the news on his home-made wireless set, heard that Oxford and Cambridge undergraduates were being recruited to shift food from the docks. Anxious that his son, whom he assumed was a staunch socialist like himself, might be pressured to participate, he sent a telegram: ‘Forbid you to take part in strike breaking’. Back came a telegram from the Principal of Brasenose: ‘Your son left for the docks this morning with the rest of the college’. Alec was aghast that his son should betray the workers’ cause, and wrote Jose a savage letter, only to receive an equally angry one in return. The atmosphere in the family when Jose came home for the vacation was ‘sulphurous’. Alec felt that he had begotten a class traitor, while it seemed to Jose that his independence and his political beliefs were under threat. His younger brother ‘enjoyed being indignant’ along with his parents, but in fact he was not interested enough in politics to care either way.


Though his academic performance at Marlborough Grammar School did not match his brother’s, William won at least one prize – a copy of Charles Maginnis’s Pen Drawing: An Illustrated Treatise with a bookplate ‘Prize Awarded to Wm G. Golding, Form III, for Drawing’, signed ‘S. Pontefract. Head Master’. In September 1927 he graduated to the VIth form, and his father marked the occasion by giving him a human skull, by which, he thinks, Alec meant to symbolize his arrival ‘at some sort of intellectual frontier’. Its lower jaw was connected to the upper by springs, so that it could be made to gape or laugh, though normally it just grinned. He brought it home from school, resolving to sleep with it by his bed, but as darkness drew on he thought better of it. His mother, who considered the whole business disgusting, jeered at him for his cowardice, much to his fury.


A diary he kept from 1 January to 18 March 1928 survives, and gives us a glimpse of the daily life of Golding the VIth-former. He has two close friends, Cyril Aylen and Peter Gough, who come round in the Christmas holidays to play cards, draughts, table-football and chess and listen to the wireless. The three of them also enact mock trials, taking it in turn to be judge, prisoner and counsel. More athletic than the other two, Golding comes across almost as a parody of a keen, games-playing British schoolboy of the Boy’s Own Paper era. When Mr Clayton (he of the school bus incident) cancels football practice because the ground is waterlogged, young Golding is robustly scornful (‘You wet!! You wet!!!’). He plays for the school team, and defends them stoutly when they lose 7–0 in a cup-tie in Swindon – ‘The score does not represent the play’. He almost loses a tooth boxing with Jose, who is on vacation from Oxford, and goes with him to see Swindon play Clapton Orient, where the home supporters’ barracking offends his code of fair play (‘I thought a footer crowd was supposed to be sporting’). Cricket practice starts on 22 February and he gives it his serious attention, learning to throw with his right hand so that fielding will not strain his bowling arm. At the end of term he is chosen school cricket captain.


Relations with his father are good. When he catches mumps (‘this absurdly plebeian illness’) it is his father, not his mother, who nurses him. Their musical interests also bring them together (‘Dad has written the air for a string quartette and I am harmonizing it’). For a school production of Twelfth Night they assemble four violins, a cellist and a pianist. The violinists are himself, his father and two girls, whose names he gives as Dora Enser and Flora Spencer. In fact he has got their names mixed up. They were Dora Spencer and Flora Enser. His mistake suggests that at this stage he had little interest in Dora, though she was soon to play a considerable part in his story, as we shall see. They perform Rossini’s William Tell Overture, the first movement of the Haydn’s London Symphony and Pleyel’s first Sonatina. It seems to go well, though he complains that ‘the refreshments were microscopic’. His father and mother rehearse for the Operatic Society’s production of Florodora, the great Broadway hit of 1900, which he loftily dismisses as ‘a beastly modern musical comedy’. (He could not know, though he may have discovered later when he read his father’s journal, that in 1903 Alec had taken his mother to see Florodora at the Princes Theatre Bristol.)


His twice-weekly piano lessons with Miss Salisbury start again after the Christmas break, and she gives him a new Beethoven Sonata, No. 20, to learn. He refers to her by her nickname, ‘Dapper’, and from what he writes about her later he seems to have become increasingly critical of her at about this time. She had been at the Royal College of Music with Dame Ethel Smyth, and had an ARCM and FRCO. But in young Golding’s view she was ‘entirely without talent’. A joyless mechanical accuracy was her limit as a musician. As a violin teacher she had been poor – unable to play the instrument herself, or even tell when she was out of tune – and her piano teaching was unadventurous. Reading between the lines we can sense the tension between an assiduous teacher, firm about getting the notes right, and a rather arrogant adolescent who spent hours every week listening to concert virtuosi on the wireless, and whose dashing attempts to emulate them were coldly received. He had no doubt that his taste was superior to hers, and when she lent him an oratorio she had published in her youth he pronounced it (though not, one hopes, to her face) ‘slush’. In justice to Miss Salisbury he admits that when he eventually plucked up courage to tell her he would like to take a piano exam, her you-can’t-fake-the-fingering approach paid off, and he got high marks. As he recalls it, his rendering of Beethoven’s ‘Pathétique’ Sonata nearly blew the examiner out of the room. It was jealousy of his friend Peter Gough that had driven him to acquire some serious musical qualifications. Peter had come to 29 The Green one day and played several works including Mendelssohn’s Andante and Rondo capriccioso in E major, Op. 14. Golding’s parents came in and listened and said how good Peter was – ‘far better than you’, they added indignantly, as if he had let the side down. He was ‘furious’, and settled down to learn the piano properly.


His critical faculties, rigorous in musical matters, seem to have relaxed in the cinema. The VIth-form diary records his going to see Michael Strogoff, an adaptation of a Jules Verne story about a tsarist courier who is sentenced to be blinded by a Tatar warlord, but escapes and fights a spectacular duel with his hated foe (‘a very good film’); The Flag Lieutenant, a 1926 remake of a 1919 stiff-upper-lip war drama (‘an extraordinarily good film’); and The Black Pirate, an early Technicolor feature, only the third ever made, which includes a famous scene where Douglas Fairbanks, as the pirate, sticks his dagger in a mainsail and rides it all the way down, cutting the sail in half.


The books he reads include T. E. Lawrence’s Revolt in the Desert (‘a very good book’), E. F. Benson’s Colin II (‘a suggestive book concerning modern Devil Worship’), and two of Edgar Wallace’s African novels, Bosambo of the River and The People of the River (‘both cleverly written’). But the popular novelist and playwright Ian Hay emerges as his favourite author, and he polishes off two of his books, Half a Sovereign and Paid With Thanks in a single day. Neither Ian Hay nor Edgar Wallace feature in the adult Golding’s recollections of his teenage reading, which tended to be more august.


The diary reports with some satisfaction on his school work. His French is ‘progressing astonishingly well’, and he starts a ‘more or less systematic study of biology’. His father’s efforts to reconcile him to Latin have evidently paid off: ‘I got full marks for Virgil’. In his 1961 Ewing Lecture, Golding said that he first began to learn Greek when his father pointed out that the footnotes in Edward S. Creasy’s Ten Decisive Battles of the World (which begins with the Battle of Marathon) were left in Greek, and that this was the start of his ‘passionate affair with that miracle of languages’. It sounds like a boyhood memory, but in the 1926 diary he records that he has progressed no further than learning the Greek alphabet, and he jokily transcribes some English words (‘The fact that I am very pleased with myself ’) in Greek characters.


He devotes considerable thought to writing poetry, and copies out his ‘latest effort’ on 2 January:






Mid full fair flowers a silver shimmering pool


Shone like a stone set in an ornament


Yet having that that’s lacking in a jewel


For all the soft swayed flowers gave full a scent.








The shortcomings of this were evidently pointed out by someone – perhaps Jose, perhaps his father – for he complains of the ‘unkind’ criticism it has received, and feels that he has ‘suffered too severe a reverse to write any more poetry yet awhile’. However, within a few days he is at it again, composing ‘a poem which should turn out rather well’, though he is ‘hung up for a word with a heavy-sounding vowel to complete it’. After ‘two days of hard thinking and much book research’ he hits on the very thing, and transcribes the result:






The sombre light from some red-glowing moon


Droops like a crimson cloak with far-flung folds


Lulling a land most sunk in drowsy gloom


And clothing it in red and sable robes.








The admiration for Tennyson evident here makes him unwilling to engage in the hurly-burly of class discussion on the poet: ‘Pont is going to do the Lotos Eaters next week. He will ruin them for me.’ Like the sensitivity to criticism, this wish for aesthetic privacy characterized the adult Golding as well as the adolescent. When musical friends complained that he did not go to their concerts, he explained that he found it ‘disturbing’ to listen to music surrounded by other people.


Unpromising though young Golding’s poetic efforts clearly are, there can be no doubt of their deep importance to him. From now on he would think of himself as a poet. It was that, he felt, which set him apart from the rest of the world, as well as from his own family, especially his brother, who outshone him academically. ‘Letter from Jose, with the usual prosaic, unemotional phraseology’, he notes slightingly in his diary. Perhaps Jose gave him Quiller Couch’s Oxford Book of English Verse for his eighteenth birthday hoping the models it provided would improve his brother’s compositions.


The other striking thing about the schoolboy diary is the absence of any interest in the opposite sex. As we shall see, this is misleading. What inspired the unpromising poems was pure, boyish love. But no whisper of it gets into the diary. It seems to belong to that stage, just before puberty, when boys go through a curiously old-fogeyish phase, becoming miniature middle-aged bachelors, and often developing quite abstruse scholarly interests. ‘There is only one thing I pray I have got, and that is the mind of an antiquarian,’ he avows after listening to a talk about Southwark cathedral on the wireless. No doubt boys in 1926 developed sexually later than they do now, but Golding, in retrospect, realized that he had been unusually slow to catch on to the facts of life even by contemporary standards. It was impossible to discuss such matters with his parents, and the boys at school excluded him from their sex talk because he was a master’s son. So he grew up ignorant and inhibited.


The unpublished memoir Men, Women & Now, which he wrote partly for his wife Ann and partly for himself in the mid-1960s, describes his sexual awakening and the events that followed in considerable detail. He had a vague idea that men and women were made differently, but did not know how, and he recalls examining nude female statues – or the few that came his way – in hope of enlightenment, only to find that they were disappointingly smoothed off between the legs. Discovery of his own physical development came in a ‘particularly ridiculous way’. He was climbing a flagpole on Marlborough Common, merely as a boyish prank, and the friction, he found, induced an agreeable sensation. So he continued to climb, and at the top achieved a climax. He returned to earth, exhausted but wiser. At this point, though, he imagined that what he had experienced was unique to him, rather than common to males. For the rest of the summer he climbed the flagpole frequently, because it did not occur to him that there could be any other way of procuring the same satisfaction. Only with the coming of winter was he forced to ponder that sex might not be essentially linked with flagpoles, and his experimental interest switched to the stout wooden door of his parents’ bedroom. If he opened it, and climbed up until his legs were hooked over the doorknobs on either side, while his hands clasped the top, he could, he discovered, haul himself up and down against the door’s edge and achieve the desired result. His parents, downstairs listening to the wireless, imagined that he was engaged in body-building exercises – as, indeed, he was. His biceps became exceptionally well developed.


No doubt some allowance must be made for comic exaggeration in all this. On the other hand, Golding’s professed aim was to write a factual account to help him explain – to Ann and to himself – why he found it hard to create women characters. Eventually, as he recounts it, he realized that everything the door and the flagpole had given him could be attained by a simpler means in his own bedroom. Alec, he suspects, may have guessed what was going on. ‘Did my father consult gravely and angrily with someone,’ he later wondered, ‘with our family doctor, perhaps?’ At all events, his ‘peculiarly dreadful relationship’ with his father seems to have begun at this time. The fantasies that accompanied his lonely sexual pleasure were of ideal women, ‘exquisite, docile’ creatures, with the features of film stars or models in advertisements. Meanwhile the real girls he saw around him in the classroom – ‘bulging, greasy, giggling or too solemn’ – inspired disgust and hostility. He imagined that, between their legs, they were ‘cleft from front to back, a long disgusting cleft’, for otherwise how could something as large as a baby get out? At the same time he resented the ‘shameful attraction’ that they – or some of them – exerted. ‘What did they mean by daring to exist?’ In this way he changed from the little boy who admired girls and wanted to be like them, to an ‘adolescent, cynically and brutally prepared to exploit any girl he could get hold of for his own selfish and immediate pleasure’.


There were two girls who particularly disturbed him. One was Mollie Evans. He sat behind her in class and was troubled by the beauty of her neck. Her other attractions included long-lashed, grey eyes, delicate arms and breasts, and an eighteen-inch waist. She was shy, mild and pious, and not much given to thought, or so he believed. Rather, she had ‘a lot of the feminine capacity to enjoy mere existence, sitting in her pretty skin’. Her parents were the local shopkeepers in Great Bedwyn, near Marlborough, and there was madness in the family. She had an uncle who had killed his wife and himself. Her father was under the illusion that marital relations had given him a disease that caused spots on his hands. Young Golding’s feelings about Mollie were confused. He knew her as someone he would not like to hurt. But he also knew her as a ‘female thing’ he wanted to punish and dominate. In time he was to make her suffer, and looking back years later he suspected that that suffering had been the most profound emotion of her life. ‘I wish it were not so.’


The other girl who attracted him at school aroused simpler feelings. She was the Dora Spencer we have already met as a violinist. Unlike Mollie, Dora had no ‘Dantesque, Platonic aura’. She was just very sexy. Her father was an ex-army man employed by the local council, and she would frequently walk, in what seemed to Golding a peculiarly suggestive manner, past 29 The Green on her way to and from her parents’ bungalow on the Swindon road. Golding, ‘thundering imperfect Chopin, Liszt, or Beethoven’ on the piano in the drawing room, and his brother Jose at one of the upstairs windows, would observe her passage. Dora read books, and aspired to be cultured. She was also a Roman Catholic, and ‘had a sense of sin’. Golding attracted her because he was thought to be ‘different, austere, artistic, intellectual’.


This was a persona he had carefully developed. Puberty had brought self-consciousness, and he had found walking down Marlborough High Street to the bookshop a ‘desperate trial’, because the lads of the town and the stable-boys lounging against the shop-fronts would snigger as he passed, though they never laughed at the other grammar-school students. It filled him with ‘furious shame’, so he pretended to be abstracted and absorbed. He would sit on the edge of the pavement reading Edith Sitwell’s Bucolic Comedies, and ignoring his tormentors, and after a time he became genuinely unaware of them. Dora, he thinks, may have sympathized with his ‘contemptuous, burning withdrawal’. Besides, he was five years older, so she was naturally rather in awe, and it was generally known that Mr Pontefract had opined that young Golding would ‘go far’.
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Oxford





His relations with Mollie and Dora were still at this preliminary stage when he went up to Brasenose College, Oxford, in the autumn term of 1930, shortly after his nineteenth birthday. He had been looking forward to it. When Jose went back to Oxford for Hilary Term 1928, the VIth-form diary comments ‘Lucky beggar! If all goes well I shall follow him in 3 years’. By the time he did follow him Jose had graduated and was teaching at a school in Grantham (where he was to remain for the rest of his working life). Neither of the Golding boys went to Oxford on a scholarship, so Alec had to pay all their fees and expenses out of his meagre salary. Feeling the pinch, he and Mildred decided that they would have to dispense with their cook-housekeeper, and make do with a maid-of-all-work. It is an indication of the watchful eye of snobbery at the time that the school governors let it be known they disapproved of a grammar-school master lowering his social standing in this way.


The prospect of doing the cooking herself cannot have cheered Mildred, especially as the economic constraints were so tight. Their Sunday joint, Golding recalls, was usually made to last till Thursday, and on one occasion a sirloin of beef had so obviously gone off that the family refused to eat it, while Mildred insisted it was impossible to throw it away. In the end she consigned it to the dustbin, but indignantly, as if it was their fault. All this may help to explain why she greeted her son’s elation at the prospect of the freedom and stylishness of Oxford with one of her poisonous barbs – ‘Don’t think you’re going up there, swaying about.’ Deflated and blushing, he walked away.


His Oxford application form survives, recording that he has passed the Oxford School Certificate in 1928 with credits in English, Science, Latin, French and Scripture, and that his course of study at Brasenose will be Botany. Founded in 1509, Brasenose (abbreviated BNC) occupies a rather cramped site in the centre of Oxford, and lacks a college garden, but it overlooks one of Oxford’s – indeed, Europe’s – most beautiful locations, Radcliffe Square, which has James Gibbs’s circular, domed library, the Radcliffe Camera, at its centre, and is flanked by St Mary’s church with its elegant fourteenth-century spire, All Souls College, with Hawksmoor’s twin towers, and, on the north, the awesome limestone cliff of the Bodleian, one of the great libraries of the world. By present-day standards, Brasenose in 1930 was tiny. It had five fellows, five lecturers and 175 undergraduates. Its Principal was Charles Henry Sampson (who had sent the telegram about Jose and the General Strike).


Its setting and companionable size would have made it heaven-on-earth for many students. For Golding it was the opposite. The true story of his Oxford years would make ‘unbearable reading’, he said. He could ‘never pretend he was happy’. The reasons are not far to seek. Oxford in those days was a predominantly public-school institution. Only one undergraduate in twenty, Golding recalled, was a grammar-school boy, so ‘I suppose we felt a little uncomfortable’. At BNC the proportion was smaller. Of the seventy-one undergraduates who entered the college with Golding in Michaelmas Term 1930, he was the only one from a grammar school, and fifty-three of them had been to leading English public schools. Their relative wealth, and the friendships they had already forged at school, inevitably set them apart. But in addition to this, Brasenose was renowned for its sporting prowess, especially in rowing and rugby. It was the kind of college to which the public schools sent their brawnier and less cerebral products. Golding, though a talented athlete by Marlborough Grammar School standards, made no impression at Brasenose. The twice-yearly college periodical, The Brazen Nose, has sections for sporting clubs (Rowing, Football, Rugby, Tennis, Cricket, Athletics) but his name appears in none of these, nor anywhere else except the 1934 class-list when he got his degree.


Looking back, he saw his time at Brasenose as a ‘disaster’. But he did not blame his parents. They were simply ignorant. Rather, it was Sampson’s fault. He should have advised them to send their sons to London University. In Oxford’s atmosphere of narcissism and camp affectation he, a ‘callow youth from grammar school’, felt lost. He had ‘nothing to offer the dons in the way of youth, beauty, wit, brains’. He scorned the foppish ‘varsity’ slang (‘Pragger Wagger and Mamagger’s Mammugger’) and despised Brasenose’s ignorant, ‘games-crazy hearties’. Oxford was an ‘obscene place’. At first, it seems, he tried to make himself interesting by inventing an alternative identity. A fellow student recorded of Golding in his diary: ‘He enjoys lying but only if he is clever enough not to be found out i.e. he does not like lying but he does like success in lying. In his first year, Hamish tells me, he claimed to hail from Russia and got away with it.’ To make matters worse, he was not interested in his subject. He had agreed to study science only to placate his father. Music, he realized, would have been the right subject for him, but at the time Oxford had no undergraduate music course.


So he found other things to do, and treated the university as ‘a kind of bed and breakfast’. Oxford, for him, was ‘bookshops and cinemas’ plus ‘repertory theatres and concerts’. The bookshops were wonderful – ‘books, books, books everywhere, back rooms, ladders, built out shelves’. He was poor, so he ran up debts, and sometimes, he hints, stole. Writing in his journal in 1978, he tells of being in an Oxford bookshop only the previous day and finding himself tempted to steal a volume of Martial’s Epigrams. Rather to his surprise, he says, he resisted, ‘from a genuine distaste for stealing’ – and adds, ‘It would not always have been so.’ He hired a piano (‘quite likely’, he thinks, he ‘never paid for it’), and kept it in his top-floor room. As for concerts, he recalls hearing Artur Schnabel play Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations in Oxford town hall (and stopping, and starting all over again, because a lavatory was heard flushing somewhere in the building), and the great harpsichordist Wanda Landowska coming to play at the Oxford Music Club. The morning after her concert he and some other enthusiasts found their way to her practice room and timidly asked her to play C. P. E. Bach’s Solfeggietto and Louis-Claude Daquin’s Le CouCou. She happily obliged.


Another brush with greatness in his first year at Oxford, recalled humorously years later, happened when he was looking over a bridge by Magdalen Deer Park and a ‘tiny mustached and hatted figure’ came and stood by his side. He recognized him as Albert Einstein, who had come to Oxford as a temporary refuge from Nazi Germany. Young Golding had no German, so could not communicate, but he beamed at Einstein in an attempt to convey ‘the affection and respect that the English felt for him’. They stood together for about five minutes, then Einstein pointed to a trout ‘wavering in midstream’ and said ‘Fisch’. ‘Desperately’, Golding recounts, ‘I sought for some sign by which I might convey that I, too, revered pure reason. I nodded vehemently. In a brilliant flash I used up half of my German vocabulary. “Fisch. Ja Ja.”’ Then Einstein drifted away.


A favourite Oxford occupation was taking hot baths: ‘Probably the baths at BNC saved my sanity. It was something to do.’ For a boy brought up in the primitive conditions of 29 The Green, which he likens, in his schoolboy diary, to a ‘refrigerator’, limitless hot baths were a luxury. In a dream many years later he links them with class distinction. A socially superior undergraduate tells him there is a vast bath of hot water in a part of the college he has never visited: ‘I was not one of the elite for whom the bath was intended.’


Another activity at Oxford was learning to fly. Little is known about this, but it is clear it happened. The index card recording his interview with the University Appointments Committee on 22 February 1934 lists under the heading ‘Experience’ the two words ‘Private flying’, or possibly ‘Practice flying’, which are then crossed out. In his journal in 1974 Golding recalls ‘the old Avro Avian in which I used to fly’, adding that it could be ‘cranked up to ninety in level flight and cruised at sixty-five’. An earlier journal entry of 20 September 1972 records a dream he has just had in which he has landed an Avro Avian on the wrong airfield and ‘enemies’, one of whom is his father, try to stop him taking off again. His comment on the dream is that Alec ‘did stop me flying’. Oxford University Air Squadron, founded in 1925, had Avro Avians, and undergraduates could learn to fly with them. However, if Golding had joined the Air Squadron it would surely have merited mention on his Appointments Committee card, so it seems likelier that he learnt with a private club. The Avro Avian was the commonest trainer at the time. A twenty-eight-foot wingspan two-seater biplane, it was powered by a 100 hp Armstrong Siddeley Genet Major engine and could cruise at 85 mph with a maximum speed of 100 mph, so perhaps the one Golding flew was in need of an overhaul. Why Alec put a stop to the flying lessons is not known, but the likeliest explanation is expense.


In this directionless stage of his life, Golding became, he says, a scientific rationalist like his father, though without Alec’s moral sense. ‘Moodily, bitterly, and in the end, I suppose, almost indifferently’, he deduced that good and evil were relative, and that if he cared he could say (like Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost) ‘Evil be thou my good’. Reading a life of Beethoven, and learning how the composer had dealt with his publishers, helped to make him ‘financially dishonest in the matter of bills and borrowing’. He took to laughing at ‘all religion, all mysticism, all possibility of spiritual experience’. In his first year at Oxford he was holding forth in this way when another undergraduate – he recalls his name as Copplestone-Boughey – asked him if he believed in hypnotism. He said he did not, but was willing to give it a try. ‘I was eager for any experience that would release me from an increasingly grey daylight and from the labs where the frogs twitched and the rabbits’ guts swelled in the hot summer humidity.’ Some time later he regained consciousness, to find his companion ‘white and shaken’. Apparently it had taken a long time to get him out of his trance, and the words he had spoken while hypnotized were ‘like a chapter of the Old Testament’. After this ‘ludicrous incident’ they avoided each other. Recording it years later, he thought it might not have been ‘straight hypnotism’, but that he might have become, while unconscious, a ‘medium’, which would mean it could be evidence – like the white cockerel and the spectral stag – of a reality beyond the rational.


His chosen reading, in his rationalist phase, was Voltaire’s Dictionnaire Philosophique. Published in 1764, and arranged in an alphabetical format, this was a relentlessly sceptical and wryly humorous rejection of all forms of superstition and fanaticism. Voltaire identifies religions, and particularly Christianity, as the great source of misery in the world, and dismisses metaphysics as ignorance. Reading it, Golding says, kept him ‘feeling cheerful’. He seems, at the same time, to have hardened himself emotionally. Concurrently with his going up to Oxford his friend Peter Gough had started at London University, but soon fell ill with pernicious anaemia. This condition, the result of a B12 vitamin deficiency, can now be diagnosed and treated very easily, but in 1930 it often proved fatal, and Peter died. Miss Salisbury believed young Golding would be heartbroken at the loss of his friend, and, even though she knew he was an atheist, she arranged for the vicar to come to one of their music lessons during the vacation and give him comfort. This was, he recalls, a ‘terrible embarrassment’, and also needless, for in fact he had regarded Peter’s death with ‘merciless objectivity’. A disillusioned realism also marked his political stance. On vacation from Oxford he went to a League of Nations meeting in Marlborough town hall and asked, in question time, if, in the face of aggression, the League would use force. The reply was no. which convinced him that the League would be of ‘minimal’ use.


In the Easter vacation of his first year at Oxford he met Dora again. He later suspected that she engineered the meeting with the help of a mutual friend, because she was intrigued by what she saw as his sophistication. It happened in Marlborough High Street, and Dora, not yet sixteen, wore a white silk blouse and gym slip. It was a warm evening and the two of them walked up to the Common, he pretending ‘lofty indifference’, when all he really desired was to get his hands on her, while she tried to make interesting conversation. He felt sure that ‘she wanted heavy sex and at the same time was frightened of it’. This information was, he claims, ‘visibly written on her’ – on her smooth skin, her shiny hair, and her ‘pert, ripe, desirable’ mouth. They sat on a bench near a clump of trees. Dora, it soon transpired, had nothing on under the gym slip except the blouse and a pair of white silk knickers. She was willing to be kissed and hugged, but took fright when he tried to touch her breasts. Soon they were ‘wrestling like enemies’. At fifteen she was under the legal age of consent, ‘a point which did not occur to me as I tried unhandily to rape her’. She clamped her knees together and began to snivel. Exasperated, and angry that he had ‘made such a bad hand at rape’, he shook her and shouted, ‘Hold your row, you silly little bitch, I’m not going to hurt you.’ At that she began to howl, and her nose ran. He hated her and felt sorry for her at the same time, so he blew her nose and patted her, and they sat silently for a while, then walked back to the edge of the Common where they parted without a word.


Back in Oxford, he had few friends. He recalls reading through the complete run of Punch in the Junior Common Room – a pastime that, surely, only the loneliest would resort to. But he was not quite solitary. There were three other students he was on familiar terms with – Charles Allen, J. A. C. Pearce and Adam Bittleston. Allen boasted that a knowledge of French and Latin had enabled him to read Dante, which depressed Golding because, though he had struggled through Antonio Fogazzaro’s Il Santo (a novel banned by the Catholic Church because of its author’s attempt to reconcile Darwinism and Christianity), he could not translate Dante. So, cowed by Allen’s superiority, he abandoned his study of Italian – an illustration, he later thought, of his ‘inferiority complex, or weak will’. However, Allen was also the first classicist he had met, and talking to him about literature made him yearn to be a classicist too, though he quailed at the prospect of spending six years learning Greek irregular verbs. A copy of Homer’s Iliad edited by Arthur Platt (Cambridge University Press, 1894), and firmly marked as the property of C. G. Allen, 1 Jubilee Road, St George, Bristol, is still in the Golding archive – a testimony to Allen’s success in arousing his friend’s interest in Greek.


Pearce was an aesthete, a rare species in BNC. He had relatives in Florence, had met people like Henry Moore and Benjamin Britten, and did not do much work at Oxford – all of which Golding may have found appealing. He had studied Latin and Greek at Charterhouse, and introduced Golding to a lyric by Alcman in the Oxford Book of Greek Verse, which meant little to him at the time as he still knew only the Greek alphabet, but which he later came to admire greatly. Together they experimented with Persian script, which led to their meeting a Persian ‘with an immoral passion for an angora cat’ (a memory that is left tantalizingly undeveloped). They also went on a holiday to the Scilly Isles together with Jose, taking a boat from Penzance, and found them ‘remote and idyllic’, Pearce recalls. They spent two nights drinking under the moonlight, and slept on the shore in a boat at St Mary’s, until someone came and urinated against the side, then they wandered up into the town and slept in a deserted stable yard in a cart, which turned out, when daylight came, to be a hearse. Pearce thought that Golding was ‘something of a misfit’ at BNC, as he was himself, and he remembered him playing the Moonlight Sonata ‘very beautifully’ on his hired piano in the attics.


Adam Bittleston meant more to him than the other two, and remained a friend for life. Unlike Golding he came from a privileged background. His father was Major Kenneth George Bittleston of the Royal Horse Artillery; his mother, Alice, was niece of the second Viscount Halifax. He was physically singular, six foot five inches tall, and deeply religious. Though he was a couple of months younger, he had come up to Brasenose a year before Golding and was already a committed follower of Rudolf Steiner, the founder of a belief system known as anthroposophy. Steiner (1861–1925) was an enormously prolific Austrian-born scholar, educator and occultist, who carried out ‘spiritual research’ under the aegis, at first, of Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society. He aimed to apply his training in mathematics and science to the experiences of the spiritual world he had had since childhood, so as to subject them to rigorous verification. There is no necessary division, he taught, between faith and knowledge: the educated spirit can be as dependable in its perceptions as the scientific brain. Truth is both an objective discovery and ‘a free creation of the human spirit’. Anyone can acquire knowledge of the spiritual world through self-discipline and meditative training, and become morally enlightened.


On a larger scale, he believed in a vast scheme of cosmic evolution, guided by spiritual hierarchies. Christ, he taught, is central to all religions, though he goes under different names, and all religions are, for their time and place, equally true. The ‘Christ-being’ is not just the Christian redeemer but the pivot of earth’s evolutionary processes and human history, and is manifest in all cultures. A movement for the renewal of Christianity called ‘The Christian Community’ was set up in the 1920s under Steiner’s influence, and his ideas have had a lasting impact on many areas of life, including education, alternative medicine, organic agriculture, art and architecture.


Sceptics have derided his supposed power of super-sensible perception, and have pointed out that his view of cosmic history is at odds with the discoveries of modern physics and astronomy. But it is easy to see why Steinerism, as expounded by the enthusiastic Bittleston, interested Golding. It was light years away from the Dictionnaire Philosophique, but it seemed to offer a reconciliation of his father’s scientific rationalism and his own spiritual experiences, dating back to the white cockerel and the Savernake stag. Eventually he was to reject anthroposophy and find its adherents comic, whereas Bittleston spent his life as a serving minister in the Christian Community. Yet Bittleston’s Steineresque ideas left a permanent trace on Golding’s beliefs. For his part, Bittleston admired Golding’s poems and sent them to an editor at Macmillan, who agreed to publish them in the Macmillan’s Contemporary Poets series.


In his journal Golding says that at the end of his fifth term, that is, round about Easter 1932, he was sent down from Oxford. That seems to be an exaggeration. For an undergraduate to be sent down a decision of the college Governing Body would be necessary, and none is minuted in Golding’s case. On the other hand, the fact that he missed what should have been his sixth term is borne out by the Brasenose Tutorial List for Michaelmas Term 1932, which shows that he has kept five terms, not six like the other students in his year. Possibly his tutor suggested to him at the end of his fifth term that there was no point in his continuing, since he had not been working. After five terms he had still not completed the preliminary exam in Natural Science. He had taken the Physics part after his second term, the Zoology part after his third, and the Botany part after his fourth. That left Chemistry, which he could have taken after his fifth, but did not. His tutor, Thomas (later Sir Thomas) Weston Johns Taylor (1895–1953) was cultivated and, from all accounts, friendly – a chemist, field naturalist, watercolourist, amateur musician and voracious reader. There is no reason to suppose he disliked Golding. More likely he saw that this clever young man was not interested in his course, and wanted to save him from wasting any more of his time.


There is, however, another version of why he left Oxford after his fifth term. Years later he told his daughter Judy that he had stopped running in the middle of an inter-collegiate relay race – he just got fed up with it – and as a result the Dean ‘tore a strip off him’ and ‘told him he’d played the piano over his (the Dean’s) head every night, and would he please not come up again for the next term’. In fact BNC did not have a Dean in Golding’s time, but the disciplinary functions normally carried out by the Dean were part of the Vice-Principal’s role, and the Vice-Principal was William T. S. Stallybrass, who did indeed have a room directly under Golding’s on Staircase 4 in the Old Quadrangle. Stallybrass, later Principal of BNC, was an old-style Oxford don, famous for his dinners ‘embellished with gleaming silver from three huge chests and the best of wines’. His favourite saying was ‘It’s a good thing to keep the old traditions, especially the bad ones.’ It is quite possible that he would have lost his temper with a lowly and insignificant student such as Golding, and to Golding Stallybrass must have seemed like some incontrovertible component of the English constitution (though in fact he had been born William Sonnenschein: the family prudently changed its name in 1917). Whatever actually occurred, by the end of his fifth term BNC evidently seemed even less welcoming than it had before.


Golding did not tell his parents what had happened, but went down to Cornwall and got as far as St Ives. There in the gents lavatory in a pub he found a fair-haired girl who was seemingly being molested by three sailors, and was laughing and trying, not very hard, to escape. Quixotically, he rescued her – realizing only later that she must have gone in there quite willingly. Her name was Sheila Garnett, and she was pretty, childlike, promiscuous, and ‘as uncomplicated as spring water’. Her parents ran an old people’s home in Penzance, though at the time of Golding’s arrival there was only one elderly lady in residence, whom Mrs Garnett referred to cheerfully as ‘the terminal’. This left spare beds, and Golding, as lodger, was allocated one of them. Each night Sheila joined him in it. He spent much of the day in a hired sailing dinghy (presumably he had learnt to sail during summer holidays at Newquay), but they bathed and went to cinemas, dances and pubs as well. Once they set out to walk from Penzance to Land’s End, taking with them a bottle of cherry brandy, and kept going until they fell, laughing, into the hedge and slept it off, waking with ‘simultaneous headaches’. He could never recall how they got back. She did not, he thinks, derive much pleasure from sex, but she realized other people enjoyed it and liked making them happy. All she disliked in him were his ‘frequent tragic and drunken sorrows’.


The idyll ended when his mother in far away Marlborough somehow got wind of the affair, and his parents stopped his allowance. So he went home, and there were earnest discussions about his future. These were witnessed by a new member of the household, Eileen Haydn Davies. She was Golding’s twelve-year-old cousin, the daughter of Mildred’s younger sister Estée and her husband Edgar Haydn Davies. Estée had died two years before, so Eileen was spending the summer with her aunt and uncle. When her father Edgar died the following year, Alec and Mildred adopted her. She had vivid memories of the summer of 1932. There were ‘ructions, with people closeted in various rooms’. Golding wanted to go back to Oxford and read English Literature. Alec was against this. For one thing it would mean taking an extra year. On the other hand the alternatives were to give up Oxford altogether, or waste his final year reading a subject he disliked. In the end Alec came round, and helped his son cover the whole of the first year of the English course, which he had missed, during that summer vacation. Among other things, he heroically copied out a translation of the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf.


In August Golding went up to Oxford to see his tutor and it was agreed that he should take the final part of his science preliminary examination in October, and then change to English. A few days later he received an abrupt letter from the bursar of BNC, demanding the payment of £73 4s 1d battels (that is, bills he had run up in college) before he could be allowed to return. Seemingly he wrote to the Principal asking to be allowed some delay in payment, for there is a letter in the Brasenose archive from C. H. Sampson (who was on holiday in Yorkshire) to the bursar, enclosing a draft of a letter to be sent to Golding. It is scarcely a model of pastoral care:




Dear Golding,


As at present advised I can only support the Bursar’s request that you should discharge your debt to the College before undertaking further liabilities.


Yours sincerely,





No doubt Alec obliged, as usual, for on 5 September Golding sent the Bursar a cheque to cover his battels and another for the entrance fee for the Chemistry prelim – which he duly passed the following month.


Meanwhile he contrived to see Sheila one last time, despite his parents’ vigilance. On the visit to Oxford to see his tutor, he bought some books on credit from Thornton’s bookshop, walked across the Broad, and sold them to Blackwell’s. With the funds liberated by this transaction he travelled down to London, met up with Sheila, and took her out to dinner. She was in high spirits. Another lover had succeeded to Golding’s bed, and she had been to a dance with three nice gentlemen in a motor car, and pleasured them all on a grass verge between St Ives and Penzance. This was, he surmised, a way of telling him as kindly as possible that what they had had together was over. They had a last drink in a pub near Charing Cross, then he put her in a taxi and never saw her or heard from her again.


Reading English Literature at Oxford must have seemed a little flat after Sheila. The syllabus was unreformed. Almost all nineteenth-and all twentieth-century literature was excluded, as unworthy of academic study. Large doses of Anglo-Saxon and Middle English – much of it of purely philological interest, if that – were administered. Golding’s Anglo-Saxon tutor C. L. Wrenn was still a byword for tedium in 1950s Oxford. H. F. B. Brett-Smith, a Fellow of Hertford College, who took him for the ‘modern’ (that is, sixteenth-to eighteenth-century) part of the course, was a specialist in early drama and may have been more interesting. A good-humoured letter, upbraiding Golding for losing the testimonials he had supplied, sending copies, and thanking him for a copy of his published Poems, survives from January 1935. But, like so much at Oxford, Brett-Smith induced uncomfortable class feelings in Golding. Dreaming about him only two years before his own death, he noticed that all the other undergraduates present were in dinner jackets, while he himself was in a lounge suit. Brasenose was not, to judge from its degree results, the most lively place for studying English. In 1930, the year Golding went up, there was only one Brasenose candidate in English Schools and he got a fourth, the lowest possible class. There were no Brasenose candidates in English the following year, and in 1932 there were four, of whom three got thirds and one a second. The inadequacy of the Oxford syllabus, and the quality of the Brasenose teaching, left surprising gaps in Golding’s reading. Many years were to pass before he read Wordsworth’s The Prelude or any of Pope’s poetry, and he never got round to reading any Thomas Hardy. French literature seems to have engaged him more, perhaps because he did not have to study it with Wrenn and Brett-Smith. He read old French romances at Oxford, the Chanson de Roland, Tristan et Iseut and Aucassin et Nicolette, and while he was in Penzance with Sheila he bought an 1834 Collected Works of Molière. At one point, it seems, tutorials with Wrenn became so boring that he simply could not face them. There is a draft letter, in pencil, in the archive, probably written after Christmas 1933:




Dear Mr Wrenn,


Thank you for your letter. I hope your Christmas has been a pleasant one. At the end of last term – the last week in fact, I was so unutterably weary of work – having had more than enough to do and having done all of it – that I deliberately cut lectures and tutorials from sheer lack of the will-power necessary to attend them. You will recognise that this is not an excuse but a confession. However I wish sincerely to apologise to you not for a contravention of university law but for my lapse from good manners which you must regard and rightly as an insult. Please accept my apologies for this which are offered not as an excuse or extenuation but in all sincerity. I am no longer of an age to be stood in the corner for not having learnt my lessons and what I lost by not attending one of your tutorials is only to apparent to me.





Whether this letter was ever sent is unknown.


It was in the summer of 1933, halfway through his English course, that he took up with Dora again. There had been three or four ‘unsatisfactory’ meetings since their wrestling match on the Common, but now she was eighteen and more experienced. They went together to Rabley Woods and she leant against a tree, laughing, while he undid his flies. Her response was unromantic but, in its way, appreciative: ‘Should I have all that rammed up my guts?’ ‘Yes,’ he replied, hoarsely, but Dora explained she was having a period so he would have to wait, ‘It’ll be OK tomorrow.’ As they were walking up to the woods the next day she told him casually that Bill Clayton, the games master, had said he would like to whip her, ‘He said I’d like it.’ ‘Did you let him?’ Golding asked. ‘My God, no! Of course not!’ she replied.


Their copulation that day seemed ‘cold and abstract’, but other days that summer were better. They made love among the ferns and spotted orchids and the huge shadows of trees, and he felt boyish and inadequate as he watched her reaching her lonely ecstasy, turning away her head, ‘eyes shut, forehead lined, a kind of anguish, concentrated on reaching through her slow rhythms, a far, deep spot, dark and wicked’. He also played a lot of tennis and cricket and was ‘terribly healthy’. One evening when he met her up by the woods she seemed unusually sullen and withdrawn. Alarmed, he asked if she was pregnant, but she snapped back that she wasn’t, ‘A fat lot you’d care. Or anyone.’ She flung herself down on her side in some gorse, and he lay beside her pestering. Her dress was up round her waist and she rolled away from him onto her stomach. Laughing, he grabbed her knickers and jerked them down, and found himself gazing at ‘a girl’s white bum, round as a penny in all its endearing ridiculousness, and whipped, not two hours since, to ribbons’. In an instant she had tugged her knickers up and was staring at him, defensive, appalled and ashamed.


After that they did not meet for a while. It occurred to him that he had a kind of hold over her, or she might think he had – might think he would ‘shoot his mouth off ’ about what she and Bill Clayton had got up to. Perhaps for this reason she became ‘sullenly and bitterly malleable’, and they recommenced their open-air sex sessions. One evening they were lying on a hill overlooking Marlborough. Far away in the valley they could see the green patch of the school playing field, with white specks moving about on the tennis courts and cricket ground, and the tiny black figure of Golding’s father supervising the proceedings. Even though he knew he must be indistinguishable at such a distance, he felt embarrassed, and tried to hustle Dora into the wood. But she refused, insisting that it must be ‘here or nowhere’. So they made love where they were, and looking back guiltily under his arm he imagined that the tiny black figure was shading its eyes and looking in his direction. When he got home his father had not yet returned, so he went into the drawing room and played the piano. Five minutes later he heard his father come in through the front door, pause in the hall and go upstairs. He crept to the drawing-room door and peeped out, and there, swinging on the hat-stand were his father’s ‘ancient but still serviceable binoculars’.


It was Dora’s revenge. He worked out later that she must have gone to his father for help or advice about something – the unwelcome attentions of men, perhaps – and he had boasted about his two exemplary sons, and she had scornfully advised him to take his binoculars to the playing field on two particular days – two, because the week before, it turned out, she had played the same trick on his brother Jose, who was also having an affair with her during his summer holiday from his teaching job in Grantham. A week or two later his father ‘affecting a gross and jovial masculinity which sat very ill upon him’, cautioned him about taking care not to ‘get a girl into trouble’. Meanwhile Dora had disappeared, and it transpired that she had got a job in London.


They did not meet again for more than a year. But in late autumn 1934 he was back in Marlborough when the Mop Fair was on. This was an annual carnival, when people flocked in from the surrounding villages. For a quarter of a mile the High Street was closed to traffic and lined with shooting galleries, roundabouts, coconut shies and sideshows; crowds churned and lights flared. It had always enchanted him as a child, but in his mature intellectual remoteness he found it raucous and trivial, and was leaving when Dora came up to him, smiling. By this time he had got Mollie Evans back, ‘or was in process of getting her’. He does not say how he had previously lost her, but the thought of her made him even more unwilling to be with Dora. However, she grabbed him by the wrist and insisted on accompanying him. She suggested they went for a drive in his father’s car – an ‘ancient fabric-hooded Morris’. They found, though, that it was boxed in by other cars, so they went to the Roebuck for a drink instead. On the way Dora, who, he noted, was considerably more sophisticated after her year in London, told him she had just come back from a trip to Germany ‘with the boss on business’. This made him feel jealous and provincial, so when she asked ‘How’s your poetry?’ he told her that it was going to be published. Up to now he had kept this ‘proud’ and ‘vital’ secret from everyone except his family. ‘It was something to put against my social inadequacy’ and ‘the heavy weight of Marlborough College’. But Dora was unimpressed. All the boys who write poetry say they are going to be published, she retorted, but they never are. Yes, he insisted, his voice cracking with passion, ‘Macmillan’s Contemporary Poets. I’m a contemporary poet.’ ‘I should like a copy,’ she said.


When they got to the Roebuck she asked for a whisky and while they were drinking she told him how good her boss was in bed: ‘better than you’. He replied, accurately, that they had never been to bed, and she parroted him mockingly ‘Never been to bed. Cheers!’ At this point, through a stroke of ill luck that Freud would have had no difficulty in explaining, he made a bad mistake. Smiling, he lifted his glass and said ‘Bottoms up!’ Dora looked shocked, and seemed abstracted for a few moments, and then she enunciated in a loud, slurred voice, ‘It all began when you raped me.’ Several of the drinkers in the Roebuck that evening knew both of them, and their families, and an awestruck silence fell. ‘I didn’t,’ Golding heard himself croak. ‘Up by Rabley Woods,’ she continued, ‘I didn’t want to, I wasn’t more than fifteen at the time.’ There was a clatter of glasses being replaced on the bar as customers left. It was, he felt, ‘the logical, vicious end of a relationship that had begun in vice and prospered viciously’. Outside, she seemed to want to make it up, calling him ‘Billy’, and asking him to walk her home. ‘You can go to hell,’ he said.


He saw her only once more. It was years later, during the war. He was on leave from the navy, and with his wife and little son on Marlborough Common. A hundred yards away was another woman with a little boy. ‘Isn’t that your old girlfriend?’ his wife asked. The other woman sat up and waved. It was Dora. ‘If I had been different from what I am I might have walked over and said simply “Forgive me for what I was, as I forgive you for what you were.”’ But he was angry, and felt defensive on behalf of his wife and son, so he turned his back. He heard later that she had divorced and remarried, and gone with her new husband to an American campus.


It is perhaps worth asking why Golding remembered Dora with such hatred. The account in Men, Women & Now is not just condemnatory, it defames her to a degree that goes beyond anything he could actually have known. He insists that she was ‘depraved by nature’. He imagines her, at the age of thirteen, ‘beginning to burn’ and ‘fingering herself ’, as she lay in bed listening, through the ‘matchboarding wall’ to the ‘steady crack, crack, crack’ of Clayton beating his wife in the next-door bungalow, and the woman’s ‘shrieks of terror or delight or both’. At fourteen, he imagines, she was already as ‘sexy as an ape’. A possible explanation for this need to fashion her into something monstrous is that he cannot forgive her for arousing his own sadism. In Men, Women & Now the sight of her whipped bottom is described with lingering precision. He finds it ‘loathsomely exciting’, and cannot get it out of his mind. Such sights ‘burn themselves into the eye and may be examined ever after, in minute detail. They fade only, I should think, with death.’ He was aware of, and repelled by, the cruelty in himself, and was given to saying that, had he been born in Hitler’s Germany, he would have been a Nazi. Dora seems to have played her part in this self-knowledge.


Following the Dora story has taken us a little ahead of ourselves. The unfortunate affair at the Roebuck happened in October 1934, four months after Golding went down from Oxford. His father’s surprised scrutiny of his two sons and his ex-pupil Dora Spencer through binoculars had been in the summer vacation of 1933, before Golding’s final year. In the interim he had clearly begun wondering what he would do when he went down, and he arranged to have an interview with Oxford University’s Appointments Committee, which advised undergraduates about careers. The interview took place on 22 February 1934 and the index card on which his two interviewers jotted down their impressions survives in the University archives. ‘A stout fellow – fat faced – Not quite’, the first writes, ‘He’s cheerful and probably ath[letic] – I don’t think he has much chance of [a job in] administration’. ‘Not quite’, in this context, is Appointments Committee parlance for ‘Not quite a gentleman’. This is borne out by the index card for Golding’s later interview with the same committee in 1937, when he was back in Oxford doing a Diploma in Education, which states baldly ‘Not quite a gent’. The other interviewer on 22 February 1934 wrote: ‘a bit stout – strong physique – fair hair – On the whole unimpressive and fit only for day schools’, meaning, not fit to be a public-school master. ‘N.T.S. with slight accent only. May come on’. ‘N.T.S.’ was middle-class slang for ‘Not Top Shelf ’. This second interviewer saw Golding again on 18 May and seemed to think two and a half months had improved him a little: ‘A bit dull and heavy – but a nice enough fellow. Attracted by the Egyptian Educ[ation] service & might apply. A decent sincere man with a bit of free lance spirit about him’. Readers acquainted with Robert Graves’s achingly funny account of his own experience with the Egyptian Education service in Goodbye to All That may think it fortunate for Golding that he did not pursue this option. At the bottom of the card are the interviewers’ summaries of reports from Brasenose. The Vice-Principal, Stallybrass, rates him: ‘Not very attractive, but responsible and a good pianist’. Taylor, his tutor, shows more interest: ‘No bent for science – keen on literature and artistic affairs – might get a first in English’, and Brett-Smith’s favourable report is summarized as ‘Worked well and read widely. Recommends’.


He got a second, not the first Taylor thought possible. Of his three friends Charles Allen got a first, Jack Pearce a third, and Adam Bittleston a fourth. In those days all candidates in a Final Honour School had to attend a viva voce examination – that is, they were seated alone before the assembled board of examiners, clad in their academic robes, in an echoing room in the Examination Schools, and formally interrogated about the answers they had given in their written papers. If, as Taylor suggests, Golding was close to a first class, the viva would have been decisive, and in such cases might last up to an hour. Public-school polish and social poise were, of course, advantages in vivas, and Golding, who was far too intelligent not to have known what his Appointments Committee interviewers were thinking about him, would no doubt have felt the same ‘social inadequacy’ (as he phrased it in the context of Dora and his poetic ambitions), when paraded before a bunch of Oxford dons. This could hardly have improved his performance at the viva, and the feeling that he had not done himself justice lingered. At the age of seventy-two, lying in bed and trying to get to sleep, he found himself composing ‘the speech I should have made before my assembled inquisitors at my viva’.


A few years before this, when he was in his mid-sixties, he went to a dinner in Merton College, and was awed by its magnificence compared with Brasenose. He was shown round the medieval library – the oldest in Britain – and the enormous chapel with (as he rather exaggeratedly reports) ‘acres of thirteenth-century glass’. It made him realize what a small place Brasenose was. You could, he reflects, fit most of Brasenose into Merton’s ante-chapel, and it seems to occur to him that he could have been happier as an undergraduate at Merton. He was probably wrong. As the Appointments Committee cards bear out, he would have been regarded as an inferior anywhere in Oxford. It was a hurtful but valuable experience. His son-in-law Terrell Carver has remarked that Golding was ‘interested in humiliation’. It is an interest that runs right through his novels from first to last. What he suffered at Oxford was turned to creative account.
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